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Abstract 

My dissertation, “Ballet d’Action to Ballet-Pantomime: Dance, Text, and Narrative 

in French Ballet, 1734-1841,” examines the relationship between literary text, narrative 

structure, pantomime, and dance in the context of French ballet from the last decades of the 

Ancien Régime to the July Monarchy. Early modern ballet was deeply narrative, and thus 

tied to the concept of action, expressed in ballet through pantomime. This relationship was 

analyzed at length in articles from Denis Diderot’s and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s 

Encyclopédie, especially those written by librettist and historian Louis de Cahusac. Action 

was then emphasized as an element of ballet by Jean Georges Noverre in his Lettres sur la 

danse (1760). Following what Théophile Gautier would later aptly call the ballet d’action, 

Noverre’s most famous works attempted to translate French classical tragedy to the ballet 

stage, but both his work and that of his student Charles Le Picq showed that ballet was 

becoming a very specific genre related to, but distinct from, the traditional theater.  

With the rise of the Romantic ballet, ballet d’action evolved into something more 

explicitly called ballet-pantomime. In this form of ballet, balletic structure shifted to include 

long sequences of danced action that alternated with narrative pantomime and expressive 

dance of the ballet d’action. One of the resulting shifts in understanding these works is due to 

critics such as Gautier’s promotion of the doctrine of “art for art’s sake,” which shifted 

values toward ballet libretti that promoted pure dance. Despite this shift, however, a wide 

variety of ballet narratives still continued to exist, a fact that Gautier’s criticism and the 

historical narrative he created obscures even to this day. My dissertation therefore aims to 

reevaluate these anachronisms and to demonstrate ballet’s historical complexity as a cultural 

product within the greater framework of its contemporary theater and performance practices. 
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Introduction 

 

Il faut, dit Lucien, que le Pantomime ait le secret 

d’exprimer les passions & les mouvemens de l’ame que la 

Rhetorique enseigne.  

—Ménestrier, Des ballets anciens et modernes 

selon les regles du theatre (1682) 

 

Vous me direz peut-être que les Comédiens ont sur les 

Danseurs l’avantage de la parole, la force & l’energie du 

discours. Mais ces derniers n’ont-ils pas les gestes, les 

attitudes, les pas & la musique que l’on doit regarder comme 

l’organe & l’interprete des mouvements successifs du 

Danseur? 

—Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, et sur les ballets (1760) 

 

BALLET’S ARISTOCRATIC ROOTS   

What modern Anglophone audiences call ballet actually refers to two things that have 

become synonymous with one another: first, the theatrical performance genre, ballet, and 

second, the academic dance form that has become the principal tool for its choreographic 

creation. Court ballet was originally formulated as a fusion of the arts of music, drama, 

dance, and décors—dance represented only one of the many elements. Indeed, the term 

“ballet” designated what we might today call a grandiose and multi-layered multimedia 
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theater experience. It represented one point on the broad spectrum of theatrical practices 

rather than the range of points it does today, firmly centered between the strictly 

discursive, word-bound theater and danced divertissements resolutely lacking in 

narrative. 

This study begins in the eighteenth century, at the moment in which reformers 

sought to create a type of ballet that gave preference to the expression of the body 

through physical movement, rather than through the sung or spoken texts that had 

remained an important element of ballet through the late seventeenth century. In other 

words, they sought to move ballet back toward the discursive end of the theatrical 

spectrum by eliminating decorative elements that did not contribute to the ballet’s overall 

unity. In order to do this, the reformers endeavored to create a type of performance built 

on the universal language of gesture, allowing ballet to shed its dependence on spoken 

and sung words. Following from this, they postulated, they would create a form of theater 

both entirely reliant on the expression of the physical body and more powerful than 

performance practices that relied on words to tell a story. 

 For this reason, their performance practice, today most commonly referred to in 

the French as the ballet d’action (or action ballet), is best understood in relationship to 

both its eighteenth-century analog in the discursive theater and the court and opera-ballets 

that preceded it. Court ballets were performed by nobles alongside ballet masters who 

doubled as violinists, capable of both teaching dance steps and providing musical 

accompaniment for dance lessons and performances.1 Celebrated composer Jean-Baptiste 

Lully (1632-1687), for example, was also an accomplished dancer and appeared in 

entrées alongside Louis XIV.2 Ballet was primarily performed, however, by courtiers, not 
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professionals. In 1661, Louis XIV formed the Académie Royale de Danse.* Dance 

historians have provided multiple interpretations of the king’s reasons for forming the 

Academy. Mark Franko proposes that the goal of the formation of the Academy was to 

impose tighter control over the bodily training of his courtiers.3 Rose A. Pruiksma, on the 

other hand, following Régine Astier, suggests that the founding of the new academy was 

the result of a guild dispute.4 Pruiksma points out that it is highly unlikely that the king 

himself oversaw the drafting of the letters, justifying this viewpoint through a comparison 

with the language present in the letters for the founding of the Académie Française and 

the Académie de Peinture et de Sculpture (drafted in Louis XIV’s voice when he was not 

yet ten years old).5 

Regardless of the reasoning behind the drafting of the document, the Lettres 

patentes separated dance from the surrounding elements of ballet, most especially music, 

and highlighted the need to further train the dancing body. Administratively, these ends 

were to be achieved through the establishment of the Academy. The Lettres patentes 

argued for dance’s pedagogical autonomy, such that dance training could no longer be 

practiced by musicians or independent dancing masters, only members of the Academy, a 

considerable shift away from previous training practices and toward the 

professionalization of dancing masters. 

Although the Académie Royale de Danse may have abetted and reinforced 

independent training practices, dance performance was tied to the establishment of 

another of Louis’ academies, the Académie Royale de Musique, known informally as the 

Paris Opéra. At this institution, founded in 1669 and directed by Lully from 1672-1687, 

                                                
* See Lettres patentes du Roy, pour l’établissement de l’Academie Royale de Danse en la ville de Paris 
(Paris: Pierre le Petit, 1663).  
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with Pierre Beauchamp as ballet master for much of that time, the French genre of opera-

ballet developed. Opera-ballets included more danced scenes than the earlier tragédie en 

musique and relied on a corps of dancers that, according to musicologist Rebecca Harris-

Warrick, functioned “in essence as part of the chorus, some of whom sing, others of 

whom dance.”6 The configuration of the dancers in these operas varied, but group dances 

were usually created for even numbers of dancers (eight was a typical number) to allow 

for the creation of symmetrical shapes.7  

 By the early eighteenth century, the virtuosic ideals favored by the development 

of the Académie Royale de Danse had infiltrated the choreographic compositions at the 

closely related Académie Royale de Musique. “The opéra-ballet, as it was developed 

around 1700,” Georgia Cowart proposes, “announced an aesthetic of modernism based 

on a radical freedom from the rules of literary classicism and traditional heroic themes, 

along with a celebration of the human body and its capacity for sensuous and virtuosic 

movement.”8 Around the same time, however, ballet masters and dancers across Western 

Europe (even those working within the form of the opera-ballet) began to reject these 

ideals in favor of the development of bodily movement that was expressive rather than 

virtuosic.  

Through this newly rediscovered expressive side of dance, reformers sought to 

use the performer’s moving body to express not just certain elements of a story, but a 

story in its entirety. In turn, I propose, this would move ballet closer to the discursive 

theater in terms of its ability to convey a linear narrative to its audience members. In the 

early nineteenth century, however, this paradigm would shift through the novel inclusion 

of figurative language in ballet scenarios rather than the recounting of narrative events. 
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This shift required a different mode of choreography, of which dance was a principal 

element. I do not claim that this shift represented a stepping stone on the linear path to 

reaching non-narrative, pure dance. Rather, I use the idea of the continuum to 

demonstrate first, that the relationship between dance and narrative in ballet existed—and 

continues to exist—in a state of flux, and second, more importantly, that different types 

of narrative require different types of physical expression. For this reason, in story ballets 

the distinction between pantomime and pure dance is the wrong distinction to make. On 

the contrary, I suggest that the types of dance and mime represented onstage might be 

seen as a stylistic analog to the written accounts that describe them in libretti.  

 

BRINGING GALATEA TO LIFE 

In the winter of 1734, Marie Sallé, première danseuse of the Paris Opéra, appeared 

onstage in London in a dramatic ballet of her own composition. Sallé’s short ballet 

depicted Ovid’s story of the sculptor Pygmalion, who fell in love with his statue Galatea. 

As Galatea, Mademoiselle Sallé wore neither pannier nor wig (both traditional theatrical 

garb at the time), but a simple muslin dress.9 She captured the public’s heart and 

imagination with grace and a certain boldness paired, during her early career, with a 

virtuous public image that allowed her to appear onstage in costumes that, in another 

context, would have appeared less modest.* Sallé is remarkable for numerous reasons. 

Her presence as a female choreographer is unique during a period in which men generally 

held prominent positions in the theaters in Paris and London in which she worked.10 
                                                
* Sallé was known as “La Vestale,” or the vestal virgin. Sarah McCleave observes that, due to the 
exemption of vestal virgins from male guardianship during Roman times, the sobriquet may also have been 
a comment on Sallé’s independence (Sarah McCleave, “Marie Sallé, a Wise Professional Woman of 
Influence,” in Women’s Work: Making Dance in Europe before 1800, ed. Lynn Matluck Brooks [Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 2007], 163).  
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More than just a woman working in a male-dominated occupation, however, Sallé was 

also an innovator. Her Pigmalion represents a defining moment in the birth of the ballet 

d’action, a dramatic dance genre that used pantomime to convey a ballet’s story to its 

audience. Pantomime had long been a staple of fairground and commedia dell’arte 

performances, but Sallé’s use of it was unique in its marriage of what had traditionally 

been considered high and low art forms. Susan Leigh Foster observes that, prior to Sallé’s 

time, pantomime, at least in the operatic realm,  

had seldom been invoked as the principal medium for sustaining a 

coherent exchange of thoughts and feelings on a stage featuring the most 

elevated aesthetic values. Thus Sallé’s production simultaneously 

transgressed boundaries in the hierarchical systems of professional status, 

class, and genre.11  

  Sallé’s work, despite its revolutionary tendencies, still attracted enthusiastic 

audiences. Crowds flocked to her performances, and a benefit performance was hosted on 

her behalf only a few months after the premiere of Pigmalion, and Pigmalion inspired 

dozens of imitations across Western Europe.* Sallé’s performances also inspired 

aestheticians and dance theorists by providing them with concrete examples of how a 

ballet d’action might work. Prominent librettist Louis de Cahusac, for example, used 

Sallé’s expressive body language in the entrée she composed for the 1736 revival of 

André Campra and Houdar de la Motte’s opera L’Europe galante (1697) to justify the 

potential for what he termed “la danse en action”:  
                                                
* “Lettre à M***,” Mercure de France, April 1734, 772. See Lincoln Kirstein, Four Centuries of Ballet: 
Fifty Masterworks (New York: Dover, 1984), 106-09; R. Aloys Mooser, “Pygmalion et Le Devin du 
Village en Russie, au XVIIIe siècle,” Annales Jean-Jacques Rousseau vol. 30 (1943-45), 133-41; and 
Susan Leigh Foster, Choreography and Narrative: Ballet’s Staging of Narrative and Desire (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1996), 1-12. 
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Cette danseuse paraissait au milieu des ses rivales, avec les grâces et les 

désirs d’une jeune odalisque qui a des desseins sur le cœur de son maître. 

Sa danse était formée de toutes les jolies attitudes qui peuvent peindre une 

pareille passion. Elle l’animait par degrés: on lisait, dans ses expressions, 

une suite de sentiments: on la voyait flottante tour à tour entre la crainte et 

l’espérance; mais, au moment où le sultan donne le mouchoir à la sultane 

favorite, son visage, ses regards, tout son maintien prenaient rapidement 

une forme nouvelle. Elle s’arrachait du théâtre avec cette espèce de 

désespoir des âmes vives et tendres, qui ne s’exprime que par un excès 

d’accablement.12   

Cahusac opens the description in praise of Sallé’s grace and charming choreography, but 

quickly turns to her use of expression. Sallé, according to Cahusac, did not merely 

execute a dance capable of accentuating a single sentiment, for example, gaiety, which 

was often a feature of the danse générale, or large group dance. Instead, she 

demonstrated a progression of passions ranging from fear to hope to desperation: on the 

stage of the Théâtre du Palais-Royal, Sallé told a coherent story representing a wide 

range of emotions using her expressive face and body.  

 

DANCE AND NARRATIVE 

Ballet is deeply engaged with storytelling. Ballets that do not tell stories are often 

identified on the basis of their pure dance element, and narrative, even if it is not part of 

the given work, remains today a reference point for a ballet’s description.* In the 

                                                
* In George Balanchine and Francis Mason’s Balanchine’s Complete Stories of the Great Ballets, for 
example, the authors preface the discussion of many of the non-narrative ballets by stating either, “There is 
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eighteenth century, where this study begins, narrative was not a new element of ballet. 

On the contrary, both Renaissance court ballets and eighteenth-century opera-ballets had 

included narrative elements. Within a pluralistic structure, dramatic narrative was 

juxtaposed with geometric dance, alongside a simultaneous attempt to fuse dance with 

music, text, machines, and décors into a single spectacle. In sixteenth-century court 

ballets, the story was conveyed both through mimetic actions as well as spoken and sung 

text.* The ballet dramatique was followed by the ballet-mascarade, a non-narrative type 

of ballet that featured geometric dance that was widely staged during the seventeenth 

century. From the ballet-mascarade evolved the ballet à entrées, an extremely popular 

genre that featured a series of danced episodes with only a general thematic coherence, 

rather than an overarching plot.13 This was the type of ballet incorporated into Molière’s 

comedy-ballets; although the entrées were related thematically to the work, they did not 

play a role in conveying its narrative.  

 In eighteenth-century French opera-ballets, dance was integrated into each act of 

the opera, with each act including a grand ballet that brought a large number of 

                                                                                                                                            
no story” or terming the work a “dance ballet.” Describing Frederick Ashton’s Symphonic Variations, the 
authors write, “There is no story, only a mood created by the setting and costumes, the music, and the 
dancers’ response to it” (Balanchine’s Complete Stories of the Great Ballets [Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1954; 1977], 662).  
* In Le Balet comique de la Royne (1581), for example, a “fugitive gentleman” escapes from the 
enchantress Circe’s castle. The scene of his escape takes place fully in mime: “Ayant veu que personne 
n’accouroit apres luy, il tira de sa poche un mouchoir ouvré d’or, duquel il s’essuya le visage, comme s’il 
eust sué d’ahan ou de frayeur,” etc. Yet following his escape, he bows to the King, whom he then proceeds 
to address verbally in an “harangue” published in the ballet’s libretto. (Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx, Balet 
comique de la Royne , faict aux nopces de monsieur le duc de Joyeuse & madamoyselle de Vaudemont sa 
soeur [Paris: Le Roy, Ballard, and Mamert, 1582], n.p., 7). For a detailed analysis of the Balet comique, see 
Mark Franko, Dance as Text: Ideologies of the Baroque Body (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1993), 32-51. On the court ballet in general, see also Henri Prunières, Le ballet de cour en France avant 
Benserade et Lully (Paris: Henri Laurens, 1913); H. Carrington Lancaster, “Relations between French Plays 
and Ballets from 1581 to 1650,” PMLA, vol. 31, no. 3 (1916), 379-94; and Georgia J. Cowart, The Triumph 
of Pleasure: Louis XIV & the Politics of Spectacle (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008).  
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performers to the stage.14 Even according to reformers pushing for more narrative dance, 

some opera-ballets included scenes that mixed dance and narrative.* But these same 

reformers argued that ballet needed to become yet more expressive in order to take its 

place alongside painting and poetry among the so-called imitative arts.†  

In form and content, however, Enlightenment ballet varied immensely, and 

depended substantially on its performance venue. Ballet was performed in theaters 

ranging from the Académie Royale de Musique, the Comédie-Italienne, the Théâtre-

Français, the théâtre de la foire (fairground theaters), and in théâtres de société (private 

theaters). Government-sponsored theaters enjoyed a considerably greater number of 

privilèges, or rights to perform works of a certain type.15 For example, because of the 

Théâtre-Français’ monopoly on what I will call the traditional French declamatory theater 

(as opposed to the highly expressive physical theater practiced at the fairgrounds and the 

Comédie-Italienne), performers in the French capital had already developed creative and 

innovative ways of conveying narrative without words. These constraints, imposed upon 

the Comédie-Italienne and the unofficial theaters, opened a space for ballet to deepen its 

relationship with narrative; outside the Théâtre-Français, performers were required to use 

marionettes to speak or to send écriteaux, or scrolls with printed dialogues, down from 

above. In order for a performer, rather than a marionette, to appear onstage, he or she was 

required to use dance or mime in place of verbal expression. In other words, in the 

eighteenth century, the theater was already using expressive techniques traditionally 

                                                
* Jean Georges Noverre stated that “Dire qu’il n’y a point de Ballets à l’Opéra, seroit une fausseté. L’Acte 
des Fleurs; l’Acte d’Eglé dans les Talens Lyriques; le Prologue des Fêtes des Grecques et Romaines; l’Acte 
Turc de l’Europe galante; un Acte entr’autres de Castor & Pollux, & quantité d’autres, où la danse est, ou 
peut être mise en action avec facilité & sans effort de génie de la part du Compositeur” (Jean Georges 
Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, et sur les ballets [Lyon: Delaroche, 1760], 126-27). 
† See Charles Batteux, Les Beaux Arts réduits à un même principe (Paris: Durand, 1745).  
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belonging to the realm of dance for communication, connecting the domains more closely 

than they have been linked together either before or since. 

 

TIES BETWEEN THEATER AND DANCE 

Constraints placed on Parisian theaters in the eighteenth century prompted the 

development of tight links between theater and dance during the period. Pantomime 

existed at the point of convergence between the two theatrical genres and was 

emblematic of both goals and constraints related to performance. It allowed actors to 

evade rules about the expression of vocal narrative onstage and dancers to create 

imitative performances that portrayed stories. Through these innovative new 

performances in both dance and theater, pantomime became more than a way to bend the 

rules. In fact, pantomime became a key theatrical element and thus a major issue within 

Enlightenment debates on theatrical reform. The philosopher Voltaire (1694-1778) called 

for a more natural and physical style of acting.16 Similarly, Denis Diderot (1713-84), in 

his theatrical treatise, “De la Poésie dramatique,” published with the reform play Le Père 

de famille (1758), proposed to fuse pantomime and dialogue together, believing that in 

many cases, gesture could be more effective than words and should thus replace text.17 

He even had the audacity to state that instructions for pantomime needed to be written 

directly into theatrical texts as an essential part of the process of literary creation rather 

than haphazardly added after their composition: 

[La pantomime] est tellement essentielle, que de deux pièces composées, 

l’une eu égard à la pantomime, et l’autre sans cela, la facture sera si 

diverse, que celle où la pantomime aura été considérée comme partie du 
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drame, ne se jouera pas sans pantomime, et que celle où la pantomime 

aura été négligée, ne se pourra pantomimer.18  

A play, according to Diderot, ought then to be more like a libretto (a text, whether for 

opera or ballet, that indicated pronounced, that is, sung or spoken text, and/or stage 

directions) and less like a text to be venerated.* 

Dance reformers echoed Diderot’s sentiments regarding pantomime’s expressive 

potential, yet used these ideas to promote a view of ballet as a genre closer to theater than 

to dance. Jean Georges Noverre (1727-1810), the reformist ballet master and author of 

Lettres sur la danse, et sur les ballets (1760) proposed that ballet, with the incorporation 

of pantomime, could become an imitative art form. In true Enlightenment fashion, 

Noverre authored both his reformist Lettres as well as what I term his manifesto-ballets, 

attempts to put his reforms into action.†  

Noverre proposed that ballet ought to portray stories as complicated as those 

represented in the discursive, text-based traditional theater, but wagered, like Diderot, 

that pantomime “est cent fois plus animée, plus vive & plus précise que [l’expression] qui 

résulte du discours le plus véhément.”19 In other words, Diderot advocated a theater more 

like dance and Noverre a ballet more like the linear, discursive theater. Like Diderot, 

Noverre also emphasized the need to surpass the “text.” In Diderot’s case, this was the 

written text, which the performer, he claimed, needed to make his own through dramatic 

                                                
* On the proliferation of stage directions in traditional theater, see Françoise Rubellin, “Marivaux et les 
didascalies: le cas de La double inconstance,” in Ris, Masques et Tréteaux: Aspects du théâtre du XVIIIe 
siècle: mélanges en hommage à David A. Trott, eds. Marie-Laure Girou Swiderski, Stéphanie Massé, and 
Françoise Rubellin (Laval: Presses de l’Université Laval, 2008), 39-52. 
† Noverre did not, however, compose their musical scores. Following the establishment of the Royal 
Academy of Dancing, dancer and accompanist were divided into two separate professions. Nevertheless, 
ballet masters continued to accompany classes on the small violin known as the pochette until the late 
nineteenth century.  
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performance.* He stressed the performance element of theater rather than the written text 

that had previously, in the declamatory theater, been the site of the work’s meaning: 

Il y a des endroits qu’il faudrait presque abandonner à l’acteur. C’est à lui 

de disposer de la scène écrite, à répéter certains mots, à revenir sur 

certaines idées, à en retrancher quelques-unes, et à en ajouter d’autres. 

Dans les cantabile, le musicien laisse à un grand-chanteur un libre 

exercice de son goût et de son talent. Il se contente de lui marquer les 

intervalles principaux d’un beau chant. Le poète devrait en faire autant, 

quand il connaît bien son acteur. Qu’est-ce qui nous affecte dans le 

spectacle de l’homme animé de quelques grandes passions? Sont-ce ses 

discours? Quelquefois. Mais ce qui émeut toujours, ce sont des cris, des 

mots inarticulés, des voix rompues, quelques monosyllabes qui 

s’échappent par intervalles, je ne sais quel murmure dans la gorge, entre 

les dents . . . La voix, le ton, le geste, voilà ce qui appartient à l’acteur; et 

c’est ce qui nous frappe surtout dans le spectacle des grandes passions.20 

Of equal to or greater importance than the text in the new Diderotian theater, then, was 

the individual actor or actress’ improvisatory role in the performance.  

Similarly, Noverre proposed a model that deviated from the danse d’école in 

favor of the expression of extemporaneous sentiment or passion: 

J’ai dit, Monsieur, que la Danse étoit trop composée & le mouvement trop 

symmétrique des bras trop uniforme, pour que les Tableaux pussent avoir 

de la variété, de l’expression et du naturel; il faudroit donc si nous voulons 
                                                
* Here I reference Diderot’s early views on expression. Later in the “Paradoxe sur le comédien,” (1773-
1777, published in 1780) the author turned to the view of theatrical expression as something that should be 
replicable rather than originating in passion itself.  
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donner moins d’attention aux jambes, & plus de soin aux bras; abandonner 

les cabrioles pour l’intérêt des gestes; faire moins de pas difficiles, & jouer 

d’avantage la physionomie; ne pas mettre tant de force dans l’exécution, 

mais y mêler plus d’esprit; s’écarter avec grace des regles étroites de 

l’Ecole, pour suivre les impressions de la nature & donner à la Danse 

l’ame & l’action qu’elle doit avoir pour intéresser.21  

In other words, leg movement tended toward virtuosity, whereas movement of the arms, 

torso, and face, freed from the artificiality of masks, contained greater potential for 

expression. To create more natural dance movements, choreographers needed, according 

to Noverre, to work outside of the “règles étroites de l’école.” Through “action,” Noverre 

continued, dance could “faire passer par l’expression vraie de nos mouvemens, de nos 

gestes & de la physionomie, nos sentimens & nos passions dans l’ame des Spectateurs. 

L’action n’est donc autre chose que la Pantomime.”22 What this “action” or pantomime 

looked like, Noverre fails to describe, except through likening it to nature, asymmetry, 

and expression of the soul, and in this manner it echoes Diderot’s ideas about surpassing 

theater’s written text, which in dance, means fighting against virtuosity and academicism: 

Le port des bras devant être aussi varié que les différentes passions que la 

Danse peut exprimer, les regles reçues deviennent presque inutiles; il 

faudroit les enfreindre & s’en écarter à chaque instant, ou s’opposer en les 

suivant exactement aux mouvemens de l’ame, qui ne peuvent se limiter 

par un nombre déterminé de gestes.23 

The idea that expression could not be taught—inherent in Noverre’s statement that a 

predetermined set of gestures would be inadequate for his project—was a direct 
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contradiction to the aims of the Lettres patentes that had established the Académie 

Royale de Danse. Noverre’s ideal dance was unscientific in that it could not be restricted 

to a predetermined system. Indeed, there even existed a degree of improvisation in 

performance, a practice that went directly against the Lettres patentes’ eighth statute, 

which required that all new dances be examined before the Academy prior to their 

performance.* Although such technicalities do not seem to have stopped Noverre or any 

of the numerous other reformers, Noverre, acerbic as ever, criticized the Academy in his 

Lettres sur la danse, indicating that its establishment “n’a eu vraisemblablement d’autre 

objet que celui de parer à la décadence de notre Art & d’en hâter les progrès.”† In this 

manner, the ballet d’action might be read as a direct opposition to court ballet’s 

aristocratic roots: Its practitioners advocated the casting aside of both academic dance 

positions and the notation that allowed for dance’s transmission and regulation.  

For this reason, pantomime in dance was not another defined and codified system 

like a gestural version of the danse d’école. At this moment (this is not true for the 

nineteenth century), French pantomime appears to have been as improvisatory as the 

danse d’école was codified.‡  Indeed, even genre delineations within this new dramatic 

practice fluctuated to a great degree. Ballets from the group of practices now known as 

the ballet d’action received the subtitles “ballet pantomime,” “ballo pantomimo,” 

                                                
* See Lettres patentes du Roy, 18-19. Noverre does not label it as such, but it would be impossible to arrive 
at the spontaneously expressive dimension of pantomime he calls for without a degree of improvisation. He 
explains, describing a fit of passionate movement that “dans ces instans [l’âme] ne peut nous trahir 
lorsqu’elle sent vivement; & si dans ces instants elle entraîne le bras à tel ou tel geste, il est toujours aussi 
juste que correctement dessiné, & son effet est sûr” (Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, 265-66).  
† See Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, 368. Despite his criticisms of the Academy, Noverre eventually joined 
its ranks.  
‡ This was not the case universally. In The Loves of Mars and Venus (1717), the well-known English 
choreographer John Weaver describes motions for executing specific passions in pantomime. Noverre, 
however, appears to understand and propose pantomime in a very different way.  
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“choreodramma,” “ballettpantomime,” and others. One British reviewer even translated 

ballet as “ballad.”24 “Ballet-pantomime,” which appears as a subtitle for French action 

ballets as early as the 1750s, clearly refers here to a practice similar to the action ballet 

rather than the nineteenth-century use of the term. Some terms were yet more specific, 

e.g. “ballet héroï-comique,” “ballet anacréontique,” “ballet-tragi-pantomime.” Although 

Noverre refers to “la danse en action” in his Lettres, this is a descriptive term, describing 

the dance within the action ballet, rather than delineating the work for performance by the 

term “ballet d’action.” Modern dance historical writing assumes a fixity of terminology 

that was not the case during the period in which ballet masters were inventing these 

genres, and, as I will discuss at length later, “ballet d’action” as a genre is a nineteenth-

century term applied retrospectively to the eighteenth century, consolidating a range of 

practices under a single generic name.* For the sake of brevity I will continue to use the 

conventional term “ballet d’action” to refer to eighteenth-century practice and “ballet-

pantomime” to refer to works that might also be termed “Romantic ballets.” This use of 

this terminology, applied to dramatic practice broadly conceived rather than more 

specific generic trends, will also allow me to problematize the way in which the narrative 

of periodization in dance history treats “high points” such as the ballet d’action and the 

ballet-pantomime, while failing to provide adequate analysis of periods for which neither 

theoretical texts on dance nor performed ballets survive.  

Returning to the extemporaneous nature of the performance practices themselves, 

however, Sophia Rosenfeld and Susan Leigh Foster both call attention to the fact that 
                                                
* Edward Nye points to this issue when he states that in fact the ballet d’action “was not so much a genre in 
itself as a dramatic practice.” I will use Nye’s term “dramatic practice” to push this analysis further and 
address the ramifications of nineteenth- and twentieth-century uses of the term “ballet d’action.” (Edward 
Nye, Mime, Music, and Drama on the Eighteenth-Century Stage: the Ballet d’Action [Cambridge, U.K.: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011], 2). 
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Noverre did not seek to exchange spoken words for gestures.25 “Noverre,” Rosenfeld 

explains,  

never sought simply to recreate established theatrical forms by substituting 

gestures for words. Rather, he hoped to institute a novel type of aesthetic 

experience, one that transcended not only the viewing of a painting, with 

its frozen images, but also the audition of poetry and drama, with their 

dependence upon successive but highly intellectualized words.26  

The ballet d’action, then, attempted to create a form of expression entirely 

independent of a written sign system. Yet despite their best efforts, reformers were 

unable to create a theatrical genre that dispensed entirely with words, a major problem 

during an era dominated, Edward Nye points out, by “the ideological primacy of the 

voice.”27 On the contrary, ballets d’action remained firmly anchored by words both on 

and off the stage, present in the published libretti that facilitated their understanding. The 

goals of the reformers working in the genre would have been impossible to attain, but that 

is not the principal issue. Rather, these reformers sought to create a deeply narrative art 

form, in which the story played such a crucial role that dispensing with words would have 

undermined their overarching goal. For this reason, it is equally important to consider the 

reforms inherent in the ballet d’action with the reforms taking place concurrently in the 

discursive theater.  

 

THEATRICAL REFORMS 

The theatrical reforms that followed the birth of the ballet d’action were the result of a 

revolt against the staid seventeenth-century classical tragedy. Characterized by a strict 
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adherence to a formal system, classical tragedy was based on contemporary 

interpretations of Aristotle’s Poetics. By adhering to ideals of verisimilitude and the 

theatrical unities of time, place, and action, tragedy, theorists insisted, would be deemed 

credible by audiences. According to the three unities, the action of the play needed to 

take place within a twenty-four hour period and in a single location, and all of the play’s 

action needed to contribute to its central drama or narrative.* The quarrel surrounding Le 

Cid, a disagreement around the violation of the rules of verisimilitude in Corneille’s 1636 

tragi-comedy, exemplifies the critical importance writers and critics placed on these 

rules. Jean Chapelain, poet, critic, and founding member of the Académie Française, 

argued that Le Cid’s failure to adhere to the unity of time made the play’s action seem 

improbable.28 In Chapelain’s view, transgressing the theatrical unities could be cause for 

a work’s failure. Yet the goals of verisimilitude also presage the views of eighteenth-

century reformers. In the words of Nicolas Boileau: 

Jamais au spectateur n’offrez rien d’incroyable: 

Le vrai peut quelquefois n’être pas vraisemblable. 

Une merveille absurde est pour moi sans appas: 

L’esprit n’est point ému de ce qu’il ne croit pas.29  

For Boileau, the unities remained a consequential element of theatrical writing. Yet they 

represented only the means to an end, which was to rouse the spectator’s emotions. As 

the later reformers would show, there were many ways (not only adherence to the unities) 

that allowed writers and performers to create a believable world for the spectator. 

                                                
* See Abbé D’Aubignac, Pratique du théâtre (Amsterdam: Bernard, 1715), 2:65; Nicolas Boileau, Art 
poétique (Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 1969), 99; and Jean Chapelain, Des sentiments de l’Académie 
française sur la tragi-comédie du Cid: Essai sur la compétence des hommes de l’art et du public en matière 
de goût (Paris: Panckoucke, 1840), 33. 
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Knowledge of the past was critical, but a strict adherence to the rules, Enlightenment 

aestheticians argued, might not be the most effective approach.  

The ballet d’action was tightly related to both contemporary theatrical practices 

and to the varied past forms of ballet, but was not a direct product of or reaction to either. 

Like Sallé’s Pigmalion, the ballet d’action melded forms high and low, bringing practices 

of official and unofficial theaters together into a single performance that took place most 

often on the stages of the high theater. Its goals were twofold: first, to create a narrative 

spectacle without words by rendering the physical body a discursive element of the 

performance, and second, to create a representational form of performance that surpassed 

the discursive in its expressive capacities. Sallé’s goals are one important reason to read 

the ballet d’action as both an antecedent of the opera-ballet and a subgenre of eighteenth 

century theater. In terms of its balletic influences, this new form reflected both continuity 

and change. It also demonstrated a markedly close relationship to similar reforms taking 

place in the theater. Finally, over the decades that followed, ballet continued to evolve to 

fit into its new context; born as an aristocratic mode of bodily comportment, it was 

imperative that dance’s cultural meaning shift in the years following the French 

Revolution in order to adapt to new social and political circumstances.  

For these reasons, I will address the growth and development of the ballet 

d’action and the ballet-pantomime through an intertextual and historically situated 

reading of multiple works from each genre. Such an approach provides a lens through 

which today’s viewers might uncover a plurality of potential meanings. Yet it also 

recovers latent thematic elements in these ballets that would have been evident to 

contemporary viewers. Situating these genres within literary and theatrical culture also 
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allows for a recuperation of their dramatic elements and provides a means through which 

to better understand works for performance at all points on the spectrum of theatrical 

practices.  
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Chapter 1 

Distinguishing Ballet from Dance in the Enlightenment 

 

Je voudrais bien qu’on me dît ce que signifient toutes ces danses, telle que 

le menuet, le passe-pied, le rigaudon, l’allemande, la sarabande, où l’on 

suit un chemin tracé. Cet homme se déploie avec une grâce infinie; il ne 

fait aucun mouvement où je n’aperçoive de la facilité, de la douceur et de 

la noblesse: mais qu’est-ce qu’il imite? 

    —Diderot, Entretiens sur ‘le Fils Naturel’ (1757) 

 

C’est une vrai poétique; et la plupart de nos auteurs, qui ne font des 

pièces qu’avec des détails, devroient lire votre ouvrage pour apprendre 

à faire des plans. Il seroit à desirer que tous les maîtres de ballets 

eussent, comme vous, Monsieur, approfondi l’étude de leur art. 

—L’Abbé de Voisenon, to Noverre (1760) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

By the mid-eighteenth century, questions about dance’s imitative capacity had become 

central to the French debates surrounding the theorization of ballet. Even the most precise 

and elegant movement from one decorative stage pattern to another on the “chemin 

tracé,” or figure, referred to by Diderot—a major pillar of the group dances that made up 

entrées in opera-ballets—did not appeal to the Enlightenment philosophers working 

toward a common goal of creating a more meaningful theater. In order to achieve their 
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aims, discussed in the introduction, the philosophers advocated increased use of gesture 

and physical acting as means to make theater more realistic.* A similar current of reform 

emerged within the sphere of dance, but in dance, a different goal was at stake. Dance 

reformers fought for the acceptance of dance as what Charles Batteux had termed an 

“imitative art” and thus for its admittance to the “high” arts alongside painting and 

poetry. Batteux argued somewhat vaguely that, “L’objet principal de la Musique & de la 

Danse doit être l’imitation des sentimens ou des passions: au lieu que celui de la Poësie 

est principalement l’imitation des actions.”1 Indeed, literary scholar and historian of 

mime Edward Nye points out that Batteux’s work “simplistically defines art as an 

‘imitation of nature’ while complacently omitting to explain what ‘nature’ is and how it is 

‘imitated.’”2 Yet in his Lettres sur la danse, Noverre accepted Batteux’s proclamation at 

face value, beginning his letters with the following declaration and call to action: 

La Poésie, la Peinture & la Danse ne sont, Monsieur, ou ne doivent être 

qu’une copie fidelle de la belle nature: c’est par la vérité de cette imitation 

que les Ouvrages des Racine, des Raphaël ont passé à la postérité; après 

avoir obtenu (ce qui est plus rare encore) les suffrages même de leur 

siècle. Que ne pouvons-nous joindre aux noms de ces grands Hommes 

ceux des Maîtres de Ballets, les plus célèbres dans leurs temps!3 

Although Noverre’s initial proposal does not substantially elaborate on the lacuna 

left by Batteux, he later proposes a link between the terms “imitation” and “original,” 

implying that an imitation must represent its subject.4 To a reader of literature, this seems 

self-explanatory, but to a choreographer working within the danse d’école, this would not 

be the case: a demi-coupé does not easily generate narrative or representational meaning. 
                                                
* See Introduction, p. 10-16. 
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Indeed, Noverre elaborates, the disjuncture between the steps of the danse d’école, and 

the goal of imitating nature is the reason why choreographers need to be more careful 

about nomenclature. A danse figurée, he concludes, is not a ballet.5 For this reason, in 

order to establish dance as an imitative art, ballet masters needed to implement changes 

in their approach to narrative and modes of expression. Noverre tied expressivity to 

painting and narrative to verbal language, two artistic tools with the capacity to bolster 

ballet’s credibility and link it to the imitative arts. 

Noverre stands apart from the majority of these reformers due to his literary 

inclinations. In addition to creating ballets d’action (both writing their libretti and 

composing the dances, typical of the time), he also authored the Lettres sur la danse, et 

sur les ballets (1760), which he continued to edit over the course of his lifetime, 

culminating in the Lettres sur les arts imitateurs en général et sur la danse en particulier 

(1807). In his Lettres, which primarily fulfilled the goal of laying out the conventions of 

the action ballet, Noverre also claimed to have created the genre. Today, scholars broadly 

accept that, despite his adamant claims to having done so, this is not the case.6 On the 

contrary, ballet masters and dancers including Franz Hilverding, John Weaver, and Marie 

Sallé had experimented with forms of action ballet in court and boulevard theaters since 

the first decade of the eighteenth century.* Noverre, moreover, claimed both to be the 

first to express the principles of the genre in writing. This, too, is an exaggeration.†  

                                                
* See Introduction, p. 5-7.  
† Some historians have fallen for Noverre’s self-aggrandizing rewriting of history. For example, Brinson 
and Crisp refer to Noverre as the “founder of the ballet d’action in France.” (Peter Brinson and Clement 
Crisp, The International Book of Ballet [New York: Stein and Day, 1971], 12). See also Deryck Lynham, 
Father of Modern Ballet: The Chevalier Noverre (London: Sylvan, 1950; Dance Books, 1972), 13. This is 
equally true of his contemporaries, for in his famous letter to Noverre, Voltaire refers to Noverre’s letters as 
an “ouvrage de génie.” As I will explain in this chapter, genius (according to its eighteenth-century 
definition) requires artistic creation, and Voltaire would not have applied such an epithet to the work had he 
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Although Noverre’s Lettres are critically important to dance history, aesthetics, 

and Enlightenment studies, Noverre’s effort to define ballet as something distinct from 

pure dance—indeed, to distance the terms from one another—was not an anomaly. For 

practitioners of the ballet d’action, ballet and dance were closely linked, but, as I 

explained in my introduction, the terms themselves were anything but synonymous with 

one another. Indeed, the opinions so clearly expressed in the Lettres are part of a much 

larger body of work in the growing French tradition of dramatic dance, best considered in 

context with theater, dance, and a growing interest in the body. Only in this environment 

could dance be transformed from a symbol of social conduct—whether officially 

sanctioned or not—to a narrative art form. In this chapter, I will delineate the complicated 

relationship between ballet and dance during this period by providing an overview of the 

corpus of dance treatises that reflect changing practices and values in ballet and dance.  

Among these writings are the remarkable ballet- and dance-related articles written by 

dance and opera historian and librettist Louis de Cahusac (1706-1769) for Diderot and 

d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie. A librettist, Cahusac was intimately familiar with the world 

of the opera, working not only with singers but also with dancers throughout the 

production process.7 Yet, as Nathalie Lecomte, Laura Naudeix, and Jean-Noël Laurenti 

argue, he struggled to be recognized as a theoretician in his own right.8 According to 

these dance historians, Cahusac hoped to be considered an “auteur à part entière et non 

comme un simple collaborateur à des œuvres certes célèbres et prestigieuses, mais qui ne 

lui laissaient qu’une possibilité seconde et obscure.”9 Although it is not in the scope of 

this study to examine the details of Cahusac’s relationship to Diderot and D’Alembert, 
                                                                                                                                            
not considered it new. (Vie de David Garrick suivie de deux lettres sur ce célèbre acteur et l’histoire 
abrégée du théâtre anglais, depuis son origine jusqu’à la fin du XVIIIe siècle [Paris: Riche et Michel, 
1801], 177). 
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the modern editors of his treatise make it abundantly clear that Cahusac wanted very 

much to belong to the community of writers involved in the Encyclopédie. He was also 

quite involved in the dance reforms of the era without being a dancer or choreographer, 

and focused specifically on the poetics of dance rather than its technique. Indeed, 

Noverre’s remarks on behalf of Cahusac are emblematic of the task at hand. Knowing 

how to execute a gargouillade or an entrechat, Noverre argued, did not necessarily 

qualify someone to judge a ballet.10 The focus on poetics allowed Cahusac access to the 

area in which he was an expert. In fact, critic, writer, and librettist Théophile Gautier 

would take on a parallel role regarding ballet’s poetics in the nineteenth century. The 

difference between these two figures was that, in the 1830s, the critic was a respected 

figure in the world of music and art, whereas in the 1750s and 1760s, the critic recounted 

rather than evaluated what he had seen, as criticism was not yet a full-fledged analytic 

tradition with the aesthetic and cultural weight it would enjoy in the nineteenth century. 

Friedrich Melchior, Baron von Grimm (1723-1807), for example, whose writings from 

the Correspondance littéraire I will draw on frequently in the chapters that follow, is a 

useful figure in that he recounts stage action in detail, but he does not analyze 

performances in the way later critics would. The end result of this distinction between the 

two eras was that Noverre, rather than Cahusac, working closer to the center of the art 

form, failed to receive the recognition that Gautier would at the height of the Romantic 

ballet. 

 Returning to Cahusac’s work itself, in this chapter I will focus on his article 

“Ballet” and related articles. In writing this article for the Encyclopédie, Cahusac is 

engaging in the essential Enlightenment exercise of defining his terms. This particular 
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exercise is interesting in its subversion of mainstream practice: through an examination of 

the Encyclopédie’s cross-reference system around the articles “Ballet,” “Action,” and 

“Danse,” Cahusac redefines ballet for the Enlightenment. In so doing, he provides the 

broad theoretical framework for the Noverrian ballet d’action and brings ballet to the 

forefront of Enlightenment debates on narrative, the body, and theatrical culture as a 

whole.   

 

DANCE AND GESTURE WITHIN THEATRICAL REFORMS 

During the eighteenth century, dance and theater were tightly linked and as such, 

dance was affected by the intense theatrical fermentation and reform that took place. To 

elaborate briefly on the overview provided in the introduction, theatrical reformers sought 

to promote a more natural, highly physical acting style that created a unity between 

speech and action. Claiming the declamatory theater of the seventeenth century to be 

“une suite de conversations galantes, froidement récitées,” reformers such as Voltaire 

proposed to replace it with a more expressive gestural acting style.11 Dance too 

experienced the effects of these reforms. Since its beginnings, ballet had been torn 

between what dance historian Marie-Françoise Christout terms, “deux pôles, l’un narratif, 

l’autre géométrique, l’un privilégiant le fond, l’autre la forme,”12 both of which I place 

within the larger theatrical spectrum of narrative and non-narrative corporeal 

performance. Beginning in the reign of Louis XIV, numerous critics and historians 

criticized dance’s overly geometric focus—which might be considered analogous in its 

pristine ornamentation to the declaimed speech of seventeenth-century theater or the 

ornate gardens of Versailles—and urged ballet masters and practitioners to consider a 



 

 29 

turn toward narrative expression and away from decorative dance.* By the middle of the 

eighteenth century, this idea had surged in popularity. Indeed, changes in the structure of 

dance were advocated not only by ballet masters, but also by prominent philosophers 

such as Diderot who claimed that dance needed to take its rightful place among the 

imitative arts. 

The place of dance within the imitative arts had strong ties to Diderot’s goals for 

reforming the traditional theater into a performance tradition based in a strongly 

expressive physicality.13 Diderot advocated the development of the drame bourgeois, a 

more natural theater midway between tragedy and comedy that depicted men neither as 

heroes to be idealized, nor as buffoons or criminals of low social status, hoping that the 

audience might see itself reflected in the characters represented onstage.14 In his eyes, 

only a play in which the audience witnessed “l’intrigue simple, domestique, et voisine de 

la vie réelle” might be a vehicle for moral enrichment.15 Diderot also believed in the 

utmost importance of physical gesture and facial expression for conveying the passions of 

the performers to the audience. In his opinion, actors spoke too much onstage, and 

consequently, he argued, “nos acteurs n’y jouent pas assez.”16 Incorporating greater 

physical action into the theater would allow the actor to perform roles inspired by all 

social conditions, from kings to peasants and all those in-between.  

Another notable change brought on by this greater emphasis on physical 

performance was the replacement of the coup de théâtre with the tableau vivant, a “stop- 

action” moment that instantly makes visible the relationships between and among the 

characters onstage. Indeed, the goal at the root of this change was to make theater more 

                                                
* Le père Ménestrier, whose work I will discuss later in this chapter, emphasizes the importance of 
narrative in dance as early as 1682 in Des Ballets anciens et modernes selon les règles du théâtre.  
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believable.17 “The grouping of figures and stage properties that constituted a tableau 

stood outside the action,” art historian Michael Fried explains, “with the result that the 

characters themselves were ostensibly unaware of its existence and hence of its effect on 

the audience.”18 In dance, this change was all the more evident, for tableaux had always 

been a component of ballet. In the ballet d’action, however, ballet masters replaced 

symmetrical tableaux with those that expressed human relationships or conflicts. 

Whereas opera ballets (see Figure 1-1) had made use of symmetrical figures to 

demonstrate relationships, tableaux in the ballet d’action (see Figure 1-2) depicted their 

messages through emotional interactions. Moreover, dance, unlike the discursive theater, 

would have had less difficulty in incorporating this element of the drame bourgeois since 

it already had a tradition of tableaux. The reforms that did take place were a matter of 

changing the type of tableaux used rather than incorporating a new mode of staging.  

 Additionally, like the ballet d’action, the drame bourgeois emphasized the 

actor’s expressive physicality.* What we would today consider an expressive body would 

not have been understood in the same way for the average eighteenth-century reader, 

accustomed to the declamatory theater.† Indeed, Diderot goes so far as to describe short 

scenes that convey narrative through an expressive body as a means to prove this point in 

the Entretiens sur ‘Le fils naturel.’ For example, immediately upon learning of her son’s  

                                                
* On expressive physicality and improvisation in the drame bourgeois and the ballet d’action, see 
Introduction, p. 14.  
† According to Noverre, this concept would not have been familiar to practitioners of the opera-ballet, in 
which, he claims, “Sous le regne de Louis XIV, les récits, les dialogues & les monologues ne servoient-ils 
pas également d’interpretes à la Danse? Elle ne faisoit que bégayer. Ses son foibles & inarticulés avoient 
besoin d’être soutenus par la Musique et d’être expliqués par la Poésie.” (Jean Georges Noverre, Lettres sur 
la danse, et sur les ballets [Lyon: Delaroche, 1760], 115-16).  
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Figure 1-4. François Chauveau, Scene from Isis, tragédie en musique (1677) by Lully and Quinault. Bibliothèque 
nationale de France. 
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Figure 1-5. Scene from Jason et Médée, ballet tragique (1763) by Noverre and Rodolphe. Bibliothèque nationale 
de France. 

death, “prenant un Christ qui était à son chevet, [la mère] le serre entre ses bras. Elle y 

colle sa bouche. Ses yeux fondent en larmes. Et ces larmes arrosent son Dieu cloué sur 

une croix.”19 Rather than verbally evoking the sadness her son’s death has caused her, she 

shows it with her body. Yet in the drame bourgeois in general, physical expression did 

not replace verbal expression in its entirety. Expressive pantomime alternated with 

dialogue, the first conveying emotion, and the second, narrative content.  

 Finally, in this form of theater, expressivity and emotion trumped technical 

virtuosity. According to this system, discourse does not affect audience members; rather, 

according to Diderot, it is “la voix, le ton, le geste” that move the spectator. Like a 

“grand-chanteur,” an actor with taste is able to improve on the discursive text with 

expressive and gestural elements.20 In Diderot’s new conception of theater, all these 
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elements of performance came together to link the discursive theater to other, more 

physical forms of performance. 

These adaptations to theatrical practices did not go so far, however, as to defy 

tradition outright. Diderot never advocated a total rejection of Aristotelian poetics. 

Instead, he encouraged artists to develop a detailed knowledge of Aristotle’s aesthetic 

principles but at the same time to employ them only when necessary and relevant. Indeed, 

knowledge of what Diderot termed “la raison poétique” was vital to the success of any 

deviation from it:  

Celui qui ignorera la raison poétique, ignorant aussi le fondement de la 

règle, ne saura ni l’abandonner, ni la suivre à propos. Il aura pour elle trop 

de respect ou trop de mépris, deux écueils opposés, mais également 

dangereux. L’un réduit à rien les observations et l’expérience des siècles 

passés, et ramène l’art à son enfance. L’autre l’arrête tout court où il est, et 

l’empêche d’aller en avant.21 

The idea of building the future upon a deep knowledge of the past, yet without an 

overabundance of respect for it created the ideal context for the theorization of the French 

ballet d’action, a practice that, like Diderot’s reforms, existed at the intersection of 

tradition and innovation. Following Diderot’s method, France’s reigning ballet reformers 

did not write off the past. Instead, they forged ahead by combining the knowledge of the 

past with an eye to the future, proposing to limit the use of pre-established movement 

vocabulary in order to create a more expressive form of ballet. In doing so, they firmly 

anchored their reforms within a large and complex tradition of dance manuals and 

histories. This available corpus greatly influenced dance reforms by framing them within 
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an already established and complex tradition of defining, describing, and historicizing 

ballet and dance.  

 

CHORÉGRAPHIE AND THE DANSE D’ÉCOLE 

 Equally necessary to the contextualization of the aesthetic texts surrounding the 

ballet d’action is the great variety of treatises on dance published during and immediately 

prior to the Enlightenment. In the eighteenth century, two kinds of dance texts existed in 

France. The first group comprised dance manuals such as Pierre Rameau’s Le maître à 

danser (1725) or Raoul-Auger Feuillet’s Chorégraphie (1700), which sought to explain 

the physical practice of academic dance (the danse d’école) through images of the 

dancing body (Rameau) or through a system of notation (Feuillet). The second group 

comprised dance histories, usually combined with poetic treatises, such as Noverre’s 

Lettres sur la danse and Cahusac’s La danse ancienne et moderne, ou traité historique de 

la danse (1754). 

 Exemplifying the dance manual, Rameau’s Le Maître à danser uses a combination 

of images and descriptive prose to explain how to execute dance steps, including the  

minuet, the temps de courante, the pas de bourrée, the coupé, and dozens of others 

(Figure 1-3).22  Rameau also includes a description of basic positions and modes of 

walking and presentation (Figure 1-4). As might be expected given this approach, 

Rameau focuses wholly on the execution of dance technique. Feuillet took a similar 

approach, but rather than breaking down individual steps using images, he employed a 

sign system reminiscent of musical notation (Figure 1-5). Commissioned by Louis XIV  
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Figures 1-3 and 1-4, Pierre Rameau, Le Maître à danser (1725). Library of Congress, Music Division. 

and developed by ballet master Pierre Beauchamps (1631-1705), this form of notation 

was widely used to notate dances of the late seventeenth century and was later published 

by Feuillet, for whom the system is named.23 Both of these types of text fall into the step 

vocabulary-focused category, meaning that they are primarily concerned with the 

corporeal, rather than poetic, element of dance. Using a sign system imposed on a track  

depicting the dancer’s trajectory through space over the course of musical bars, Feuillet’s 

system was used to record, teach, and transmit dances. Through knowledge of 

chorégraphie, dance teachers in Paris, the provinces, and “even other kingdoms,” could 

learn both social and theatrical dances popular in Paris by reading them on a page.24 

 Yet dance notation, and especially the system elaborated by Feuillet, whose newly 
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coined word chorégraphie became synonymous with the idea of dance notation, was a 

site of frequent and often polemical debate in the mid-eighteenth century. The problem 

for some was that the system “recorded little more than footwork and lacked a clear 

 

Figure 1-5. Raoul-Auger Feuillet, Chorégraphie, ou L'art de décrire la dance par caracteres, figures et signes 
desmonstratifs avec lesquels on apprend facilement de soy même toutes sortes de dances (1713). Library of 
Congress, Music Division. 
 
indication of rhythm.”25 Others took issue with the project of notation as a whole. Indeed, 

the mere idea of notating a dance implies that such a task is possible. It also assumes that 
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the step vocabulary, or the “technical,” as opposed to expressive, aspect of the dance, is 

at the heart of the dance’s content or meaning. Although French reformers did not 

advocate a total rejection of the danse d’école, the technique upon which this step 

vocabulary rested, they did push for greater expression, both on the part of the ballet 

master, who generally outlined the narrative through his choreography, and the dancers, 

who executed the movements. This is one of the ways in which ballet participated in the 

rethinking of theater as embodied in the reforms of the drame bourgeois: performers of 

the action ballet, like Diderot’s genial actor, needed to transform both the step “text” as 

well as the emotions called for in the narrative text.* However, as a result, this emphasis 

on the newly expressive role of the performer makes notation a difficult or perhaps even 

an obsolete task. 

 Scholars often address Noverre’s views on notation alongside the contrasting views 

of rival ballet master Gasparo Angiolini (1731-1803) and for good reason: notation was 

one of the major elements at the heart of the two ballet masters’ disagreement.† During 

the years that Noverre and Angiolini competed for plaudits in Milan, both ballet masters 

elaborated their views in a series of letters and performance programs directed at one 

another and addressing notation among other issues. Yet even before this angry exchange 

of writings, Noverre’s views on notation underwent considerable evolution. In the first 

edition of his Lettres, Noverre explains that chorégraphie is of no interest to the ballet 

master because of the difficulty both in writing dances down and in later “deciphering” 

them.26  
                                                
* See Introduction, p. 11-13. 
† I will discuss this issue in greater detail in Chapter 3. See also Il ballo pantomimo: lettere, saggi e libelli 
sulla danza (1773-1785), ed. Carmela Lombardi (Turin: G. B. Paravia Scriptorium, 1998), and Laura 
Carones, “Noverre and Angiolini: Polemical Letters,” Dance Research: The Journal of the Society for 
Dance Research vol. 5, no. 1 (Spring 1987), 42-54. 
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 Overall, however, the reason that Noverre claimed he had no use for chorégraphie 

was that, in his opinion, the system could no longer capture the details of dance, which 

had grown more complicated in its facings, oppositions, and doubling and tripling of 

steps, and, even more importantly, chorégraphie could not contain the essence of a work 

intended for performance.27 In other words, Noverre viewed ballet as a performance 

event that could not be replicated. Finally, the mere idea of chorégraphie presented an 

obstacle to the action ballet’s goal of returning to an original body language in order to 

communicate.* Mark Franko notes in his explanation for the demise of Feuillet notation 

around this time that, “It would be a contradiction in terms to have prelinguistic gesture 

recorded in a sign system, when it is precisely the conventional theatrical and linguistic 

sign that this form of choreography [the ballet d’action] puts into question.”28 Addressing 

notation’s failure to evolve in concert with the aesthetic and conceptual changes in the 

ballet d’action, Edward Nye concurs that “Feuillet’s system . . . was presumably 

inadequate to represent the variety of ballet postures and the intricacy of the 

communicative mime action.”29 Indeed, reformers chose not to create new notational 

methods or to author dance instruction manuals. Instead, they addressed aesthetics in 

poetic terms: reform took place not in dance, but in ballet.  

 

WRITING DANCE HISTORIES, REWRITING DANCE PRACTICES 

 Since the publication of the Père Ménestrier’s Des Ballets anciens et modernes 

selon les règles du théâtre (1682), which had combined a history of ballet with a call for 

                                                
* Edward Nye and Sophia Rosenfeld have treated this idea in detail. See Nye, Mime, Music and Drama on 
the Eighteenth-Century Stage: The Ballet d’Action (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 
9-37; and Rosenfeld, A Revolution in Language: The Problem of Signs in Late Eighteenth-Century France 
(Stanford, Cal.: Stanford University Press, 2001), 57-85. 
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its reform, aesthetic theorists had used accounts of dance’s distant past as a means to 

justify its reforms through a return to the Ancients. Although Ménestrier placed dance’s 

origins in religious ceremony, the general narrative recounting dance’s beginnings 

eventually found its source in the cries of pre-linguistic man.30 In what would become an 

Enlightenment topos, philosopher Etienne Bonnot de Condillac (1714-1780) explained 

that this pre-linguistic action language split into two distinct paths, that of verbal 

articulated language and dance. Dance was an emotive, un-codified, and extemporaneous 

mode of physical expression.31 Through this inscription of dance into early history, dance 

became, for the Enlightenment philosophers, inextricably tied to natural language. Yet 

through this focus on natural language, dance assumed the capacity to go beyond the 

expressive into the privileged domain of the linguistic and dance could now be imbued 

with narrative powers as well. Numerous writers on aesthetics echoed Condillac’s ideas 

in order to justify dance’s new place in Enlightenment theater, creating what Susan Leigh 

Foster refers to as a “linear and unified trajectory for dance history [that] relied upon 

placing dance’s new origin within the enduring psyche in order to explain the connection 

between past and present dance.”32  

 In fact, Ménestrier’s text differs little in its recounting of history from the treatises 

that followed soon after. As Carl Daugenti points out, textual and syntactical similarities 

among these seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century texts are extremely frequent.33 

Illustrating what Daugenti refers to as the “antiquarian’s myopic selectivity,” these 

histories tended to repeat the same cluster of citations from a narrow selection of ancient 

authorities.34 Ménestrier explains this shared method of antiquarian research simply, 

indicating that he will “commencer par la recherche de l’origine des choses, par ce que je 
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me persuade qu’on est bien aise de sçavoir d’où ces choses nous sont venuës.”35 The 

problem with applying this approach to dance, however, is that Ménestrier and those who 

followed him had little idea what the Roman pantomimes they aspired to imitate actually 

looked like. At the same time, Ménestrier set out a second and more important goal, to 

“établir les Regles des Ballets,” which became a unique alternative to the technical dance 

manual.36  

 In Ménestrier’s view, establishing a balletic rule system was not a matter of dance 

practice or technique, but a need anchored in established poetic and dramatic traditions. 

Ménestrier argued that although France had correctly outlined the rules for the creation of 

all the other arts and sciences, the best practices for ballet had yet to be established. In his 

view, the rules laid out in the Abbé D’Aubignac’s Pratique du Théâtre (1657) were 

inadequate to ballet, which needed its own guidelines.37 In citing D’Aubignac, Ménestrier 

implied that a manual dedicated to the physical practice of dancing was equally 

inadequate to the task of establishing a system of rules for creating ballets. At the same 

time, the ballet of which Ménestrier and his successors spoke was still the opera-ballet, a 

dramatic construction of multi-layered spectacle, rather than a theatrical concept 

requisitely linked to dance.38 Jacques Bonnet, in his Histoire générale de la danse sacrée 

et profane (1723) provided the following definition: “Le Balet, communément parlant, 

est une maniere de Poëme dramatique composé en trois actes, comme nous l’avons vû 

quelquefois pratiquer en France depuis le régne de François premier.”39  

 Within three decades, the definition of ballet, prompted by the next generation of 

balletic treatises, underwent a dramatic shift.  In 1754 Cahusac penned an antiquarian 

dance history that bore striking similarities to Ménestrier’s treatise, although Cahusac’s 
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views on the contemporary state of ballet were in fact quite different from those of his 

predecessors. Prior to composing La danse ancienne et moderne, ou traité historique de 

la danse, Cahusac had written the ballet-related articles for Diderot and D’Alembert’s 

Encyclopédie, from which he derived much of the material for his history. Cahusac’s 

articles present a clearer and more all-encompassing image of the ballet d’action as a 

poetic project than did his treatise, for the Encyclopédie’s multilayered web of renvois, or 

cross-references, relates Cahusac’s project to other theatrical reforms taking place at the 

time. D’Alembert explains in the “Discours préliminaire” as well as Diderot in the article 

“Encyclopédie” that the cross-references are not only meant to link one article to another 

in an effort to define one subject using another, but rather to show “la liaison des 

matieres.”40 These cross-references can be divided into three types: first, those explicitly 

given in the text (i.e. “Voir GESTE”); second, those that might be inferred given an 

author’s name or the title of a work; and third, the renvois de génie, not explicitly marked 

in the text but which an enlightened reader should be able to identify for himself.41  

 Cahusac’s use of the renvoi system to embed a description of the ballet d’action in 

the Encyclopédie indicates not only that Cahusac had a detailed understanding of the 

ballet d’action’s poetic framework prior to the publication of Noverre’s Lettres sur la 

danse, but also that these ideas were closely related to other aesthetic and theatrical 

concepts in the cluster of Encyclopédie articles related to poetics. That the ballet d’action 

was so deeply woven into this hybrid context serves to underscore its importance within 

the greater scope of Enlightenment thought and emphasizes the ballet d’action as a point 

of confluence for the debates on bodily expression and theatrical reforms discussed 

above. Furthermore, the linking of poetics and dance in the context of the Encyclopédie 
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allows the modern reader to better understand how reformers theoretically envisaged 

early attempts at ballet d’action, most especially the key role played by narrative. Most 

notably, Noverre draws on Cahusac’s Encyclopédie articles in his Lettres as well as in his 

choreography, melding theory and practice in order to put this new balletic tradition 

onstage.*   

 

DEFINING “BALLET” AND “ACTION” IN THE ENCYCLOPÉDIE 

Cahusac’s article “Ballet,” published in the second volume of the Encyclopédie in 

1752, exists at the center of a whole constellation of provocative articles that address 

ballet and dance in relation to other art forms. In the subversive tradition of the 

Encyclopédie, the ideas Cahusac describes in this article do not correspond to the 

traditional dictionary definition of ballet available at the time. In 1762, for example, the 

following definitions are given in the fourth edition of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie 

française: 

BALLET. s.m. Danse figurée, & concertée entre plusieurs personnes, qui 

représente quelque sujet particulier. 

BALLET se dit aussi d’une espèce d’Opera qui n’est point une Tragédie, 

& où la danse fait la principale partie. Grand ballet. Entrée de ballet. Faire 

un ballet. Répéter un ballet. Danser un ballet. Un air de ballet. Dans ce 

ballet il y avoit une entrée de Bacchantes, une entrée de Nymphes.42  

Neither of these definitions describes the action ballet, as both focus heavily on dance 

rather than narrative. Although the second definition contextualizes ballet within the 
                                                
* On the relationship between Noverre and Cahusac, see Judith Chazin-Bennahum, “Cahusac, Diderot, and 
Noverre: Three Revolutionary French Writers on Eighteenth-Century Dance,” Theatre Journal, vol. 35, no. 
2 (May 1983), 168-78. 
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genre of opera, the author does not indicate that dance would necessarily be connected 

with the opera’s narrative elements. Indeed, the elements of ballet emphasized in the 

definition are the “grand ballet,” or large-scale dance, usually celebratory, that often 

concluded an opera, and the “entrée de ballet,” a similar but smaller-scale danced scene 

that occurred during the intermezzo.43  

This definition is not an anomaly. In fact, neither Féraud’s 1787-88 Dictionnaire 

nor the fifth edition of the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française of 1798 modified the 

definition of “ballet” to include the idea of “action.” It was not until the sixth edition of 

the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française in 1835,* when the ballet-pantomime had come 

into vogue, that “action” was first included in the definition of the term “ballet”:  

BALLET. s. m. Danse figurée, exécutée par plusieurs personnes sur un 

théâtre. Il y a un ballet au premier acte de cet opéra, de ce mélodrame. 

Exécuter, danser un ballet. Maître de ballets à l’Opéra. Air de ballet.  

Opéra-ballet, comédie-ballet, se disait autrefois de Certaines pièces à 

chaque acte desquelles était joint un divertissement de danse.  

Ballet pantomime, ou simplement, Ballet, Pièce de théâtre où l’action n’est 

représentée que par les gestes et les attitudes des danseurs. Ballet en trois 

actes. Composer un ballet. Répéter un ballet. Monter un ballet. On 

désigne ces sortes de pièces, tantôt par le nom du chorégraphe qui les a 

composées: Ballet de Noverre. Ballet de Gardel; tantôt par un titre qui en 

indique le sujet: Le ballet de Psyché. Le ballet de Télémaque; tantôt par le 

                                                
* Dictionary definitions are always written much later than the usages they record enter the language. 
However, in this case the gap between the coinage of the term “ballet en action” or “ballet d’action” and 
the appearance of “action” in ballet’s dictionary definition is more than 75 years. 
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genre auquel elles appartiennent: Ballet héroïque. Ballet historique. Ballet 

pastoral. Ballet comique, héroï-comique.44 

Mention of the ballets Télémaque (1790) and Psyché (1790) indicates that the entry was 

probably written not long after the turn of the nineteenth century,* while the allusion to 

opera-ballet and comedy-ballet emphasizes the major differences between old and new 

dramatic practices, most notably the fact that, in ballets of the past, danced 

divertissements were “joined” to acts, rather than fully integrated into their narrative. A 

radical change is present in the definition of “Ballet pantomime, ou simplement, Ballet”; 

dance is no longer ballet’s principal element. Instead, a ballet-pantomime (here, an all-

encompassing term that includes Noverre’s ballets, i.e. ballets d’action, as well as dozens 

of subgenres) is considered a “pièce de théâtre,” fully narrated through the actions, 

gestures, and dances of the performers.  

These evolving definitions provide the context necessary to grasp the full 

significance of Cahusac’s articles. Cahusac includes “action” as part of ballet’s central 

definition a full eighty-three years before it appeared in the Dictionnaire de l’Académie 

française and eight years before the publication of Noverre’s Lettres. Cahusac’s 

definition, however, deems dance as important as action; both are necessary in the 

creation of a ballet: 

BALLET, s. m. danse figurée exécutée par plusieurs personnes qui 

représentent par leurs pas & leurs gestes une action naturelle ou 

merveilleuse, au son des instrumens ou de la voix.45  

                                                
* Numerous ballets on the subject of Psyché were created in the mid- to late eighteenth century. The author 
is probably referring to Gardel’s 1790 ballet-pantomime Psyché, but Noverre’s ballet-héroï-pantomime 
Psyché et l’Amour (1762; 1788) and Dauberval’s ballet-pantomime Psyché et l’Amour (1788) are also 
possibilities. 
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The explicit cross-references for the article “Ballet” (Figure 1-6) include articles 

describing a ballet’s component parts as well as other related types of performance 

practices. One notable reference points the reader toward the Chevalier de Jaucourt’s 

article “Pantomime,” which already indicates an interest in its inclusion in contemporary 

dance practices. “Action” is the entry’s first and most obvious renvoi de génie, and the 

one most indicative of its position among the web of articles treating poetics. Ballet, 

 

Figure 1-6. Cross-References for the Article “Ballet.” (Sasha Fornari) 

according to Cahusac, required the representation of “une action naturelle ou 

merveilleuse,” performed both in dance steps and in gesture.  
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“Action,” closely linked to the idea of plot or narrative, was a fraught term in 

discussions of theater because of debates on the application of Aristotle’s Poetics.* By 

directing the reader to the set of articles beginning with Diderot’s article, “ACTION, 

Acte,” (categorized under Grammaire) Cahusac makes an important statement about both 

the qualities necessary in ballet and the latter’s relationship to other types of theatrical 

performance. The first relevant article in the chain of sub-articles is “Action (Belles 

lettres),” written by the Abbé Edmé-François Mallet. In this article, action links dance to 

oration through a definition that might surprise the modern reader. As Mallet defines the 

term, action “en matiere d’éloquence, se dit de tout l’extérieur de l’Orateur, de sa 

contenance, de sa voix, de son geste, qu’il doit assortir au sujet qu’il traite.”46 Then, in a 

typical antiquarian gesture, Mallet refers back to Cicero and his definition of action as 

“l’éloquence du corps.”47 From here, Mallet breaks oration, or bodily eloquence, into two 

parts, voice and gesture. Translating this into balletic terms, gesture, the improvised, 

artistic, and individual portion of the performance responsible for conveying a narrative 

thus needed to accomplish twice as much as it would need to in opera. In fact, echoing 

Diderot on the representation of the passions onstage, Mallet explains that “chaque 

passion a un ton de voix, un air, un geste qui lui sont propres.”48   

Mallet’s second article, “Action (en Poësie),” refers to poésie in Aristotle’s 

dramatic sense of the word, synonymous with the modern English term “drama.” Here, 

Mallet explains that action is “ce qui fait le sujet ou la matiere d’un Poëme,” or, in other 
                                                
* The term “action” refers to the “principal événement qui fait le sujet d’une pièce de Théâtre, ou d’un 
Poëme épique.” (“Action,” in Dictionnaire de l’Académie française, 4th Edition [1762], University of 
Chicago: ARTFL Dictionnaires d’autrefois, ed. Robert Morrissey, http://artfl.uchicago.edu). D’Aubignac, 
among others, devotes considerable space in the Pratique du théâtre to the discussion of action and how to 
link different actions in order to create a cohesive principal action within a theatrical work. Debates around 
this topic include Molière’s Critique de l’École des femmes (1663) as well as the literary quarrel 
surrounding Corneille’s Le Cid (1637). See also Introduction, p. 17-18 
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words, its narrative content.49 In keeping with this definition, the explicit cross-references 

in this article include “dramatique,” “intrigue,” “dénouement,” “caractère,” “machine,” 

and others tied to Aristotle’s conception of the poem as well as to contemporary theatrical 

practices. This article would lead the knowledgeable reader to “Poésie,” and then back 

again to “Ballet,” arriving, through this logic, at Cahusac’s description of ballet as “une 

espece de poësie muette.”50 If the reader follows the cross-reference circuit, explicit and 

implicit, then the rules that apply to poésie, enumerated here, ought to apply, at least in 

part, to ballet. Moreover, the use of the term “poësie muette” indicates that although the 

new ballet requires no spoken text, it portrays a narrative action. This is the key 

difference between ballet and dance: ballet requires action, whereas dance in a more 

general sense may not.  

Finally, the last action-related article entitled “Action (en Peinture & en 

Sculpture)” adds yet another idea to the discourse. This article, written by dramatist Paul 

Landois, responsible for the full articles on painting and sculpture, describes action as 

“l’attitude ou la position des parties du visage & du corps des figures représentées, qui 

fait juger qu’elles sont agitées de passions. On dit: cette figure exprime bien par son 

action les passions dont elle est agitée; cette action est bien d’un homme effrayé.”* Such 

a definition of action clearly relates to the idea of theatrical tableaux and their goal of 

more clearly illuminating the passions. Although many scholars have noted that the 

creators of the ballet d’action focused closely on the link between dance and painting, a 

second definition of the verb “peindre” was also used at the time, as seen in this 

definition from the Dictionnaire de l’Académie française: “Décrire & représenter 
                                                
* Landois, “Action (en Peinture et Sculpture),” in Encyclopédie, 1:124. On Landois, see Romira Worvill, 
“Recherches sur Paul Landois, collaborateur de l’Encyclopédie,” in Recherches sur Diderot et 
l’Encyclopédie  vol. 23 (1997), 127-40. 
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vivement quelque chose par le discours,” which, in ballet d’action terms would have 

meant bodily gesture.51 With respect to Landois, his definition of action also applies to 

the ballet d’action through the idea of “peindre,” whether alluding to its literal or 

figurative usage. In his Lettres, Noverre later explains how ballet masters might “peindre 

une action où les passions sont variées,” but this is only one of many ways in which 

theater mimicked the visual arts onstage during this period.* 

Given this range of links—rhetorical, poetic, and painterly—Cahusac’s article 

“Ballet” might be considered to cross-reference all three “action” articles discussed here, 

thus fashioning a more holistic definition of the term and emphasizing the multiple ways 

it might apply to the new type of ballet that Cahusac is struggling to define. Yet 

Cahusac’s definition of ballet as dependent on “action” carries over into several of his 

other articles as well. For example, in the article “Figurant, ante,” (the eighteenth-century 

term for a corps de ballet dancer) Cahusac explains that, “Il faut des actions pour animer 

la danse; elle perd la plus grande partie de son agrément, & cesse d’être dans sa nature, 

lorsqu’elle n’exprime rien & qu’elle ne fait que des pas.”52 Then, in the article “Figurer,” 

he pushes this a bit further, indicating that “La plûpart des danseurs qui figurent à l’opéra, 

sont de très bons maîtres à danser, qui savent fort bien la danse. Qu’on conçoive par-là ce 

qu’on pourroit leur faire faire, si on s’appliquoit à ne donner que des ballets en action.”53 

Well-trained experts in dance vocabulary and technique, these dancers, as Cahusac sees 

it, could do far more than simply execute dances; like Diderot, Cahusac hopes instead for 

a dancer who will use “des actions pour animer la danse” and who can thus move the 

spectator in a way that technical virtuosity, no matter the heights it reaches, cannot.54  

                                                
* Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, 178. For further discussion of the links between dance and painting, see 
Foster, Choreography and Narrative, 13-14.  
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Through this cluster of articles, Cahusac indicates that narrative must be linked to 

expressivity, a proposal that is interconnected with another key element of the ballet 

d’action: character. Without character, there can be no story. A story—through 

“action”—is a requisite element of the definition of ballet in the eighteenth-century sense 

of the term, but passions, which move “action” forward, can only be expressed by a 

complex character.  

 

CHARACTER IN THE BALLET D’ACTION 
 
 In order to address Cahusac’s description of character in the ballet d’action, it is 

first necessary to discuss character as it was more generally conceived at the time. 

Bringing the passions to life represented a new task for ballet; unlike the symmetrical 

dances that occurred in the opera-ballet’s divertissements, the ballet d’action’s goal was  

“d’intéresser, d’émouvoir & de captiver” the audience.55 Yet the task of making all 

ensemble movement and placement expressive could not be carried out by traditional 

figurants who, according to Cahusac, danced without acting. These performers, he 

asserted, needed to focus more attention on the presentation of character through fire and 

individuality. 

 The need for acting talent to dance a dramatic role seems self-evident today. In 

the mid-eighteenth century, however, it was not an accepted viewpoint. During this era, 

Nye explains, “The principles and practice of ‘character’ were relatively new to stage 

dance . . . There is some evidence of a more developed sense of character in the danced 

intermezzi of seventeenth-century Italian opera, but not on the scale of the extended and 

independent narratives of the ballet d’action.”56 Characters in the ballet d’action did not 
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resemble the generic “types” of the commedia dell’arte or the ballet entrée. Action ballet 

characters were thinking, feeling beings with the ability to evolve and develop over time. 

In order for a performance to be successful, these characters needed to be convincingly 

portrayed through movement and expressive physicality. 

  In his Lettres, Noverre describes what he considers a successful balletic chase 

scene between nymphs and fauns. The nymphs “considerent les Faunes avec crainte, 

cherchent à démêler leurs desseins, & à s’assurer par la suite un asyle qui puisse les 

garantir du danger qui les menace.”57 Danger and fear, portrayed through 

characterization, make this scene understandable. Otherwise, the fauns and nymphs 

would merely run across and around the stage, one group followed by the other. 

According to Noverre, the dance in this scene “speaks” with fire and energy. To stage a 

similar scene in the traditional manner, he continues, allowing the dancers to move in 

“figures symmétriques,” to form parallel lines, and make identical body positions would 

ruin the scene’s verisimilitude.58  

 Verisimilitude is achieved, Noverre writes, through the ways that passion is made 

visible. Slight differences among performers make the scene believable, thus obviating 

the utility of geometric dance formations. In other words, Noverre’s figurants are an 

ensemble of soloists. Furthermore, differences in social status and profession are also 

portrayed through the physical depiction of character: 

L’action d’un crocheteur jaloux, sera moins pittoresque que celle d’un 

homme dont les sentiments seront élevés. Le premier se vengera dans 

l’instant en faisant sentir le poids de son bras; le second, au contraire, 

luttera contre les idées d’une vengeance aussi basse que déshonorante; ce 
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combat intérieur de la fureur & de l’élévation de l’ame prêtera de la force 

& de l’énergie à sa démarche, à ses gestes, à ses attitudes, à sa 

physionomie, à ses regards; tout caractérisera sa passion, tout décelera la 

situation de son cœur; les efforts qu’il fera sur lui-même pour modérer les 

mouvements dont il sera tourmenté, ne serviront qu’à les faire éclater avec 

plus de véhémence & de vivacité: plus la passion sera contrainte, plus la 

chaleur sera concentrée, & plus les étincelles auront de feu.59  

The honorable man, unlike the jealous lock picker, will make his passions visible in a 

subtler, though more “picturesque,” manner, making him a more desirable character for 

the ballet d’action.* And although the ballet d’action tends to favor characters of high 

moral stature, both types can contribute equally to a ballet’s action.  

 The character issue also manifested itself in contemporary performance reviews. 

Reviewers dedicated considerable space to the recounting of the ballet’s action and  

evaluating how successfully it had been conveyed by the performers, devoting 

considerable space to discussing the principal dancers’ interpretations of their roles. 

Describing a performance of Noverre’s anacreontic ballet Les Caprices de Galathée 

(1776) for the Correspondance littéraire, Grimm raves, 

Le rôle de Galathée a été rendu supérieurement par mademoiselle 

Guimard; il est impossible de saisir avec plus de finesse les diverses 

gradations du même caprice; il est impossible d’en marier les nuances 

avec plus d’art et plus de grace. Le Picq n’a rien laissé à désirer dans le 
                                                
* The character-driven nature of the ballet d’action and the range of characters it depicted also required an 
increased attention to the realistic costuming that became the norm following Noverre and Diderot’s 
reforms. See Chapter 2, “Reformers and Philosophes as Forerunners of the Revolution in Fashion,” in 
Judith Chazin-Bennahum, The Lure of Perfection: Fashion and Ballet, 1780-1830 (Routledge: New York, 
2005), 35-64, as well as Diderot’s Entretiens sur ‘le Fils naturel’ and Noverre’s fourth letter. 
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rôle du berger; une figure charmante, la taille la plus svelte, les 

mouvemens les plus faciles et les plus légers, la précision la plus pure, la 

plus vive et la plus naturelle, ce sont les avantages qui distinguent les 

talens de ce nouveau pantomime.60  

Grimm demonstrates that character, using Cahusac’s definition, was considered a critical 

element of action, particularly in the painterly sense; the “diverses gradations” of 

Galatea’s passions could only be conveyed with nuance through bodily action.*  

In making his own statements about character, Cahusac looks back in order to 

look forward. Describing the ballets of Antoine Houdar de la Motte (1672-1731), 

Cahusac complains that “Les danses n’y sont que des danses simples; nulle action 

relative au sujet ne les anime; on danse dans l’Europe galante pour danser. Ce sont à la 

vérité des peuples différens qu’on y voit paroître: mais leurs habits plûtôt que leurs pas 

annoncent leurs divers caracteres; aucune action particuliere ne lie la danse avec le reste 

de l’acte.”61 Character in the ballet d’action, Cahusac implies, ought to manifest itself not 

only through costuming but also through movement. 

 

TOWARD A “POËSIE MUETTE” 

Through character and action, Cahusac gives ballet the poetic properties 

necessary for it to become a truly dramatic art. Differentiating between ballet, dance, 

pantomime, and comedy, he makes the explicit distinction that although ballet requires 
                                                
* Noverre’s first production at the Opéra was Apelles et Campaspe in 1776. Although becoming a ballet 
master at the Opéra seems to have been Noverre’s goal for some time, institutional hierarchies and diehard 
conservatism made a post difficult to attain. Institutional politics were such that Noverre only lasted there 
until 1780 (Lynham, Father of Modern Ballet, 82-100). This understood, ballets d’action, such as the works 
of Jean-Baptiste de Hesse and Eugène Hus, among others, were performed in Paris and its environs in the 
1740s and 50s in private and unofficial theaters. It was only at the bastion of conservatism that was the 
Opéra that the dramatic practice did not take hold until much later.  
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dance, dance alone does not make a ballet.62 Ballet, he explains, requires the synergy of 

numerous components of which dance is only one: 

La danse, le concours de plusieurs personnes, & la représentation d’une 

action par les gestes, les pas, & les mouvemens du corps, sont donc ce qui 

constitue le ballet. Il est une espece de poësie muette qui parle, selon 

l’expression de Plutarque; parce que sans rien dire, elle s’exprime par les 

gestes, les mouvemens & les pas.63   

Following the implicit cross-reference from the article “Ballet” to the article “Poésie” 

leads the reader to the following definition: “l’imitation de la belle nature exprimée par le 

discours mesuré; la prose ou l’éloquence, est la nature elle-même exprimée par le 

discours libre.”64 If poetry is dependent on discourse, what is poésie muette?  

The answer would seem to lie in Grimm’s Encyclopédie article “Poème lyrique.” 

Like operatic recitative, Grimm explains, danced narrative in the ballet d’action takes 

place through rhythmic (i.e. measured) walking. In Grimm’s system, “discours mesuré,” 

or rhythmic walking is juxtaposed with “prose, ou l’éloquence,” an eloquent expression 

of the passions through dance:  

Suivant ces principes, les personnages du poëme ballet ne danseront qu’au 

moment de la passion, parce que ce moment est réellement dans la nature 

celui des mouvemens violens & rapides. Le reste de l’action ne sera 

exécuté que par des gestes simples, par une marche cadencée, plus 

marquée, plus poétique, que la démarche ordinaire dont il n’y auroit pas 

moyen de passer naturellement & avec vérité au moment de la danse.65 
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 The transmission of the formal mode of walking used at court marks this as part of a 

balletic context, and discourse, in this context, does not necessarily refer to a spoken text, 

but to a textual action performed by the body. In terms of meter, then, this element of 

ballet might qualify as poésie muette. On the other hand, the passions, or eloquence, are 

expressed through pure dance, analogous to “discours libre,” wholly dependent on the 

performer. As Grimm notes, echoing Diderot, “Quoique la danse pantomime paraisse 

propre à rendre toutes sortes de sujets, de caractères et de passions, . . . c’est au génie de 

l’artiste [the performer himself] qu’il appartient de les saisir.”66  

The “génie de l’artiste” is in fact a critical idea in the trajectory from the comedy-

ballet and the entrées in the opera-ballet to the ballet d’action. As in Diderot’s theater and 

Mallet’s definition of oration, the individual plays an intensely creative and important 

role. Enlightenment thinkers generally attributed the genial individual’s creative power to 

what they termed enthusiasm. Diderot, for example, explains that, “L’enthousiasme naît 

d’un objet de la nature. Si l’esprit l’a vu sous des aspects frappants et divers, il en est 

occupé, agité, tourmenté. L’imagination s’échauffe. La passion s’émeut.”67 Returning to 

the Encyclopédie, in order to address this underlying issue, the author of the article 

“Poésie” explains that “l’essence de la poésie [est] dans l’enthousiasme,” pointing the 

reader toward the related article, which links enthusiasm to the ideas of fire and genius, 

critical elements of the creative process.68  

Indeed, poïesis, or the process of artistic creation, depends heavily on what 

Cahusac, in the article “Enthousiasme,” defines as “une espece de fureur qui s’empare de 

l’esprit & qui le maîtrise, qui enflamme l’imagination, l’eleve, & la rend féconde.”69 

Enthusiasm, is the “fire” needed by the genius to create his work. Or rather, the presence 
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of this “fire” is what allows poïesis to occur, making the genius truly a genius, for 

without enthusiasm, creative work could not take place. The choice of this article’s 

author is also especially important. Although Diderot had a lot at stake in the idea of 

enthusiasm, he neither wrote it himself, nor commissioned it from another writer of 

drames bourgeois. Why did he choose Cahusac—not a writer well-known within the 

discursive theater—to write this article? The choice was in fact quite logical; enthusiasm, 

for Diderot, is a physiological process and is thus more closely tied to the physical and 

gestural than most of the content relating to the drame bourgeois.   

In fact, this physiological link between genius and poïesis indicates one of the 

reasons that ballet and theater might be more obvious bedfellows in the eighteenth 

century than they are today. Both poetic processes, they rely on the “aptitude naturelle de 

l’ame à recevoir l’enthousiasme & à le rendre.”70 Without this, artistic creation is limited 

to “froides copies retournées de mille petites façons différentes: les hommes 

disparoissent; on ne trouve plus à leur place que des singes & des perroquets.”71 If the 

genius is a ballet master, his poetic process might result in the creation of a ballet, but the 

ideas of fire and genius can be applied equally well to individual dancers. Unfortunately, 

these performers are more often accusingly referred to as “monkeys” and “parrots” for 

their unwillingness to experiment artistically and their desire to replicate the feats of 

dancers of past eras than they are as gifted interpreters. In order to rise above these 

stereotypes, they must, according to Cahusac, be willing to experiment, and, through 

gesture, to paint a visual image that no other dancer might imitate with the same 

effectiveness.   
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THE ARTICLE “GESTE” 

Gesture is the final key link that ties ballet to poetics in Cahusac’s illumination of 

the principals of the ballet d’action in this web of interrelated articles. Indeed, dance and 

gesture are closely linked through the cross-references depicted in Figure 1-7. Even more 

critical, as demonstrated in the quotes above, the article “Danse” actually defines geste 

and the artice “Geste,” danse. Within the standard Enlightenment tradition, Cahusac  

Figure 1-7. Cross-References for Web of Ballet-Related Articles. (Sasha Fornari) 

harkens back to dance’s roots in non-linguistic gesture, or sentiment made visible through 

the body’s action, anchoring the gestural elements of dance (which he hopes to see 

onstage at the Opéra with increasing frequency) in traditions of the past. In the article 

“Geste,” however, Cahusac does not merely define dance. After proposing his definition, 

he elaborates on the particular problems with dance at the Paris Opéra. He begins by 
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noting that his observations will not please the Opéra’s artists. In his opinion, these 

monkeys and parrots pass their time “dans une routine contraire,” devoted entirely to “la 

facture méchanique des sauts & des pas.”72 Mannerists dedicated to the re-creation of 

idealized steps by ballet masters past, they are not artists in Cahusac’s mind. Unwilling to 

“observer, réfléchir, [ou] lire,” these dancers will never be able to integrate effective 

gesture into their performance.73  

Gesture is also bound up with the discussion of masks and facial expression, as 

the face, when it is not hidden behind the masks Cahusac disdains, presents “les graces 

les plus desirables pour un homme de théatre.”74  The abolition of masks—an argument 

made for the discursive theater as well—will force dancers to cease imitating their 

predecessors. As Cahusac explains, 

En considérant que le masque, quelque bien dessiné & peint qu’on puisse le 

faire, est toûjours inférieur à la teinte de la nature, ne peut avoir aucun 

mouvement, & ne peut être jamais que ce qu’il a paru d’abord; peut-on se 

refuser à l’abolition d’un abus si nuisible à la Danse? L’habitude dans les 

Arts doit-elle toûjours prévaloir sur les moyens sûrs d’un embellissement 

qu’on perd par indolence? quel honneur peut-on trouver à imiter 

servilement la conduite & la maniere des danseurs qui ont précédé? ne se 

convaincra-t-on jamais que tout leur savoir ne consistoit qu’en quelques 

traditions tyranniques que le talent véritable dédaigne, & que la médiocrité 

seule regarde comme des lois?75  

Masks are immobile and thus unable to reveal the change in passions expressed by the 

human face. In calling masks a “tradition tyrannique,” Cahusac moves from antiquarian 
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historian to forward-looking reformer. Like Diderot, he considers that mere tradition is no 

excuse for continuing to rely on practices without evaluating them. According to 

Cahusac, without thought and reflection, “l’art reste sans progrès.”76 Indeed, for Cahusac, 

dance and gesture should be inseparable. They are also the final link bringing together 

ballet d’action, expression, and narrative to create a danced analog to Diderot’s drame 

bourgeois. Devoted to expressivity through gesture, this form of dance holds the key to 

conveying a narrative or a poem.  

 

THE TWOFOLD APPROACH IN THE ENCYCLOPÉDIE MÉTHODIQUE 

In order to complete the exploration of these definitions, it is necessary to examine the 

afterlife of Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, and the ways in which Cahusac’s 

articles were reformulated in later publications. In Charles-Joseph Panckoucke’s 

Encyclopédie méthodique (1782-1832), Cahusac’s articles were republished alongside a 

surprising array of other texts. Panckoucke’s project attempted to improve on Diderot and 

D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie by adding texts on other subjects but primarily by changing 

its epistemological format.77 

Under the new format, the editors divided the Encyclopédie méthodique into 

volumes that represented the major branches of the “arbre des connaissances humaines,” 

or tree of human knowledge. Instead of arranging articles alphabetically and allowing the 

reader to chose how to navigate through the volumes using cross-references, the 

Encyclopédie méthodique categorized volumes by subject, from agriculture to théologie, 

defining the relationship between various bodies of knowledge and placing them into pre-

existing categories. Because of these changes, the reader no longer reached ballet through 
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articles on poetry or communication. Ballet now fell into two categories in this new 

encyclopedia. First, it was included under the sub-heading “dance,” published in the 1786 

volume of the encyclopedia devoted to equitation, fencing, dancing, and swimming. 

Rather than categorizing dance as a theater art, the editors chose instead to emphasize the 

elements of physical training and mastery. In this manner, a single definition of ballet 

occurred that did not require readers to cross-reference other articles across the 

encyclopedia. Second, another definition appeared in the 1791 volume on music. This set 

of four separate articles all entitled “Ballet” defined the genre through a comparative 

approach that differentiated ballet, opera-ballet, and ballet-pantomime from one another.* 

Yet, returning to the first set of articles published in 1786, readers would have 

been further shocked by the combination of texts that appeared and what they 

represented. Panckoucke chose to publish Rameau’s Maître à danser, treating the 

physical elements of dance, alongside Noverre and Cahusac’s poetic and historical 

treatises, stressing in the introduction to the volume that the dance articles “avoient été 

pris du traité de M. Rameau. On les a tous insérés ici avec des additions considérables 

tirées du traité de M. de Cahusac sur la danse ancienne & moderne, & des lettres de M. 

Noverre.”78 This joint approach emphasizing dance technique and training and combining 

it with the idea of poetics and aesthetics represents a major paradigm shift in the culture 

of ballet and dance. In fact, inserted above the lengthy historical excerpt from Cahusac’s 

                                                
* The editors of the volume included articles by Rousseau (taken from his Dictionnaire de musique), 
Framery (based on an entry from Rousseau’s dictionary), Ginguené, and Cahusac (from the Encyclopédie). 
Cahusac’s Encyclopédie article was reprinted with the original cross-references intact. Although Ginguené 
does not comment on the other articles, his original article provides a retrospective framework in which to 
read the works taken from other publications. Ginguené’s work is primarily concerned with ballet in 
relationship to music. See Nicolas Étienne Framery and Pierre Louis Ginguené, eds. Encyclopédie 
méthodique. Musique. Publiée par MM. Framery et Ginguené. Tome Premier (Paris: Panckoucke, 1791), 
105-15. 
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La danse ancienne et moderne that opens the article “BALLET” is the definition “action 

expressed through a dance.”79 

Cahusac and Noverre had both worked within the accepted format of the dance 

treatise to describe a practice that had not yet been put down in writing, mapping out an 

explanation of a new balletic practice closer to the theater than to dance practices of the 

past. For Cahusac especially, the stakes of his project could be emphasized by taking 

advantage of the debate structure implicit the Encyclopédie, in which the segregation 

between ballet and dance is so intrinsic to the structure of the article clusters that the two 

terms seem to be only peripherally related. Although certain cross-references bridge the 

clusters, the relationships are less well-defined in comparison to the detailed inner 

workings of the larger cluster. Whereas they serve to limit the interplay between the two 

fields, they also emphasize the links between them. The article “Geste,” for example, 

serves as one tiny filament bridging two terms. 

As both Noverre and Cahusac had argued in their theoretical writings, the 

“mechanics” of dance is not where the art lies. Noverre actually proposed that it was 

better to “n’être pas borné enfin à . . . contempler [les danseurs] uniquement comme de 

belles machines bien combinées & bien proportionnées.”80 The rest of the reformers 

agreed: even superb dance technique did not make a ballet. It is indeed strange then, that 

in 1786, the heyday of the ballet d’action, the editors of the Encyclopédie méthodique 

chose to promote this twofold approach. Nevertheless, despite Noverre’s view that “il est 

de l’Art du grand Danseur de s’. . .écarter [des positions de danse] agréablement,”81 he 

too found himself falling back on the danse d’école. Indeed, in many ways the model 

proposed by the Encyclopédie méthodique seems strangely ahead of its time. By the early 
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nineteenth century Pierre Gardel had introduced moving “masses” and a more fluid 

interaction between dance and action into ballet, both of which I will discuss later in this 

dissertation. In view of these changes, one might even claim that the Encyclopédie 

méthodique reversed the pattern in which dictionaries’ definitions look to the past; 

Panckoucke’s depiction of ballet certainly looked toward the future. Additionally, this 

shift in values proves that neither the terms “ballet d’action” and “ballet-pantomime” nor 

the definitions associated with them were stable during the historical era to which they 

are applied. The writing of history can imply a fixity of terminology that was simply not 

the case. Compounding this, Cahusac, Noverre, Grimm, and their contemporaries—

choreographers, philosophers, and critics—often used the same terms to mean different 

things. For this reason, in analyzing what we today call the ballet d’action, one should not 

necessarily assume adherence to any particular genre based on historical labels, but 

instead engage in more detailed analysis of the objects themselves.  
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Chapter 2 

Poetic Convention in Noverre’s Ballet d’Action 

 

Il suffit de dire, sans entrer dans tous les détails, qu’un Ballet 

n’est pas un Drame, qu’une production de ce genre ne peut 

subordonner aux régles étroites d’Aristote. 

—Jean Georges Noverre, Réflexions justificatives, sur le 

choix et l’ordonnance du sujet, Preface to  

Agamemnon vengé (1772) 

 

NOVERRE AS A READER OF CAHUSAC 

Read as an ensemble, the cluster of Encyclopédie articles detailing ballet, action, dance, 

gesture, and expression showcased a conception of ballet at once theoretically ahead of 

its time and also completely in sync with the era’s theatrical reforms.* Unlike ballet’s 

contemporary dictionary definitions, these articles reflected the gradual reforms that had 

been taking place in Western Europe since the beginning of the century. Moreover, the 

depth and timeliness of Cahusac’s observations indicated a detailed knowledge and 

understanding of contemporary ballet practices, rivaling that of even the most enlightened 

ballet master.  

                                                
* Dictionaries’ definitions reflect earlier usage patterns, and thus it is not surprising that the Encyclopédie 
defines terms in accordance with practice rather than established nomenclature. (See Chapter 1, p. 43) The 
Encyclopédie, however, likely had a much greater readership than many dictionaries due to the practice of 
group subscriptions, but it is impossible to determine exactly how wide that readership might have been. 
See Robert Darnton, The Business of Enlightenment: A Publishing History of the Encyclopédie 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1979) and Charles W. J. Withers, “Space, 
geography, and the Global French Enlightenment,” in The Cambridge Companion to the French 
Enlightenment, ed. Daniel Brewer (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 218-20. 
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It is not surprising, then, that Cahusac’s ideas were reflected in other dance 

treatises of the time, most notably Noverre’s famous Lettres sur la danse, et sur les 

ballets, the ballet master’s seminal work that earned him the title of “Father of Modern 

Ballet.” Noverre refers directly to Cahusac and the Encyclopédie in his Lettres.* A 

brilliant reader of Cahusac’s articles and the larger cluster of texts around them, Noverre 

was able to synthesize these ideas with practical advances in dance and expression taking 

place at the same time. 

Noverre devotes a significant portion of his fifteenth and final letter to citing a 

handful of his many sources (often for the first time), including Diderot and Cahusac. 

Appearing to defend Cahusac against his critics, Noverre asks one notable question: “Est-

il besoin de savoir faire la Gargouillade & l’Entrechat pour juger sainement des effets de 

ce Spectacle, pour sentir ce qui lui manque, & pour indiquer ce qui lui convient?”1 The 

response is of course, “no,” but the question reveals more than that. Indeed, the 

gargouillade and the entrechat are the only two dance steps that Cahusac describes in the 

Encyclopédie, and neither is so notable that it merits a mention of its own accord.† By 

mentioning the only step names that Cahusac wrote about to apologize for the apparently 

negative response of dance professionals, Noverre implies that not only has he read these 

articles but also that they are unimportant. As he clarifies shortly thereafter, Cahusac “n’a 

traité que la Poétique de l’Art.”2  

                                                
* It is highly likely that Noverre accessed the early volumes of the Encyclopédie while staying at the home 
of David Garrick in 1757. One copy of the Encyclopédie, minus the fourth volume of plates, was sold at the 
auction of Garrick’s personal library on April 26, 1823. (A Catalogue of the Library, Splendid Books of 
Prints, Poetical and Historical Tracts, removed from his villa at Hampton, and House on the Adelphi 
Terrace, with the modern works added thereto by Mrs. Garrick. Which will be Sold by Auction, by Mr. 
Saunders, at his great room, “The Poets’ Gallery,” No. 39, Fleet Street, On Wednesday, April 23d, 1823 
and 9 following days, [Sunday excepted,] at half past twelve o'clock precisely [London: n.p., 1823], 36). 
† They appear in volumes five and six. 
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 For Noverre, poetics are critically important but must be understood alongside 

ballet’s generic limitations. Cahusac’s articles provided the enabling condition for 

Noverre to create what he believed to be an all-encompassing framework for composing 

ballets, for, despite the theoretical depth of Cahusac’s writings, the librettist was 

ultimately a creator of stories but not of ballets in their entirety and could not fully 

undertake the reforms that he proposed. Like Diderot for Beaumarchais, whose 

successful Mariage de Figaro (1778) could not have been written without advances in 

the drame bourgeois, Cahusac provided Noverre with the theoretical framework 

necessary to make the ballet d’action a dominant if controversial form of dance 

production by the final decades of the eighteenth century.  

 

PUTTING REFORMS ONSTAGE  

As Chapter 1 explains, the creators of the ballet d’action reimagined the balletic project 

by incorporating a detailed knowledge of the past into a fully forward-looking, 

theatrically-grounded, and narrative-based conception of ballet. In order to translate these 

ideas to the stage, reformers laid out specific rules regarding how one might transfer the 

guidelines of what I call the discursive or traditional spoken language-based theater (the 

poem) to the context of ballet. Thus, in addition to developing the idea of the ballet 

d’action, ballet masters needed to decide how it fit contextually into the already 

established theatrical framework.  

 First and foremost, understanding ballet within narrative theater required 

explaining its relationship to Aristotle’s Poetics, the key point of comparison for 

analyzing theatrical convention. Noverre and other choreographers of ballets d’action had 
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created what they and their critics termed a “poetics” of dance, but in order for such 

nomenclature to be helpful to outsiders or audience members, they needed to explain how 

their ballets related to the eighteenth-century understanding of theater. Their analyses, 

grounded in the discussion of narrative, addressed key issues of verisimilitude and the 

theatrical unities.* In some cases, they touched on familiar antiquarian arguments.† More 

than describing what ballet was (usually in relation to tragedy), these writers tended 

toward describing what ballet was not. Indeed, in the midst of a difficult season, even the 

frustrated Noverre admitted the ballet d’action’s problems, explaining that liberties (with 

respect to the discursive theater) needed to be taken simply because ballet lacked “le 

Choix des mots, la Tournure des pensées, la belle Elocution, les Sentences, les Portraits, 

les Recits, les Monologues raisonnés, le Dialogue.”3 In other words, it proved difficult to 

fully convey a story without words. Finally, a substantial argument emerged around the 

use of printed programs for the ballet d’action, with those against their use arguing that 

an action ballet should be capable of conveying narrative on its own, without the use of 

printed aids, and that its failure to do so was an inherent weakness of the performance 

practice.  

 In this chapter, I will examine the relationship between the poetic theory of the 

ballet d’action and performance conventions using Noverre’s ballet-tragique Les Horaces 

et les Curiaces (1774), based on Pierre Corneille’s play, alongside a number of 

contemporary critical texts: Noverre’s Lettres sur la danse, the letters he exchanged 

between 1773 and 1775 with his colleague and competitor Gasparo Angiolini (1731-

1803), and performance reviews by contemporary critics. In order to develop a clear 

                                                
* See Introduction, p. 17-18. 
† See Chapter 1, p. 39-40. 
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understanding of the nuances of the Noverrian ballet d’action, it is necessary to consider 

Noverre’s work in context with other styles of pantomime ballet as well as to underscore 

the fact that the French ballet d’action in general and Noverre’s work in particular were 

subject to international influences.* Although I will focus in this chapter on Noverre’s 

work, specifically Les Horaces, I will also provide examples of opposing and sometimes 

only slightly differing viewpoints. In this manner, I hope to advance understanding of the 

distinctions between the Noverrian ballet d’action and other permutations of the dramatic 

practice that existed across Europe during the late eighteenth century.  

 

NOVERRE’S LES HORACES ET LES CURIACES AND ITS PREFACE 

In 1773 Noverre left Vienna to fill the post of the recently departed Gasparo Angiolini at 

the Regio Ducal Theater in Milan, a post that had been temporarily filled by Charles Le 

Picq and Jean II Favier.4 Upon Noverre’s arrival, the Milanese public, already familiar 

with Angiolini’s style, quickly divided into pro-Noverre and pro-Angiolini factions. 

These partisan audiences’ opinions were primarily based on differences in the two 

choreographers’ choreographic and dramatic approaches, and for this reason it is well-

nigh impossible to analyze Noverre’s Milanese ballets without considering them within 

the context of the conflict. 

 Noverre’s ballet Les Horaces et les Curiaces is a paradigmatic example of the 

ballet master’s mid-career choreographic and narrative style. Created at the height of 

Noverre and Angiolini’s debate, Les Horaces provides an excellent point of entry into the 

                                                
* For a brief discussion and critique of the historical narrative of French supremacy during this period, see 
Emmanuelle Delattre-Destemberg, Marie Glon, and Vannina Olivesi, Review of Mathias Auclair and 
Christophe Ghristi., eds, Le Ballet de l’Opéra: Trois Siècles de Suprématie Depuis Louis XIV, Translated 
by Elizabeth Claire, Dance Research Journal, vol. 46, no. 1 (April 2014), 104-13. 
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conflict. The ballet is an explicit adaptation of Corneille’s play Horace (1640), based on 

the story of the three Horatii and Curiatii brothers and the battle they fought between 

Rome and Alba Longa (the ancient city in central Italy). I repeat the story here as 

Noverre’s adaptation diverges in several important ways from Corneille’s tragedy. This 

opens in ancient Rome, just as the Roman Horatii have been chosen to fight a battle 

against the Curiatii and bring the ongoing war to an end. Despite the familial rivalry, 

Camille, Horatius’s sister, is in love with the eldest of the Curiatii brothers. Complicating 

matters further, Horatius’s lover Fulvie has been promised to the eldest victor of the 

battle. In Noverre’s adaptation of the story, Camille presents her lover with a scarf as a 

token of her affection before he departs for battle.  

 After a prolonged battle, Horatius loses both of his brothers in combat but 

ultimately claims victory over Alba Longa. The victorious Romans arrange a celebration, 

but Camille disrupts the festivities and urges Horatius to consider postponing the 

merriment in order to properly mourn those lost in battle. Receiving no sympathy from 

her family, Camille insults her father, curses Rome, and wrenches her lover’s scarf away 

from her brother. Horatius, choosing nation over family, responds to Camille’s treason by 

killing his sister. 

 The scene reopens on Horatius awaiting his judgment in prison. Contemplating his 

actions, he decides that he was correct to have killed his sister, an enemy of his country 

and countrymen. Meanwhile, his lover Fulvie arrives at the prison in order to free 

Horatius, who is not willing to disobey the law. Fulvie is deeply distraught and insists 

that if the lovers cannot be together, Horatius should kill her. Horatius refuses, and Fulvie 

faints in despair. Shortly thereafter, Fulvie is awakened by the noise of a great 
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processional arriving at the prison. The king has come to pardon Horatius as victor of 

Alba Longa, and the ballet ends with Horatius and Fulvie’s grand wedding. This is 

another divergence from Corneille’s play, in which Horatius is already married to the 

Fulvie character (Sabine). The wedding in the ballet allows for the obligatory danse 

générale. 

 The ballet’s narrative and its failure to follow Corneille’s text exactly provided a 

first potential point of criticism for Noverre’s detractors, and Noverre thus employed his 

preface as a means to counter it, by explaining the rationale for his changes: 

Il ne m’a pas été possible de suivre dans ce Ballet le plan du Grand 

Corneille. Sa tragédie des Horaces finit en quelque sorte avec le quatrieme 

Acte: le cinquieme est dénué d’action: c’est un magnifique plaidoyer mis 

en vers; c’est si l’on veut, un chef-d’œuvre de cette éloquence mâle, qui 

convient au Barreau; cependant c’est un hors-d’œuvre; c’est une belle 

chose, qui n’est point à sa place; & les Connoisseurs ont toûjours désiré 

que cette superbe Tragédie se terminât au quatrieme Acte. Mais il est 

malheureusement des règles d’usage, qu’il est quelquefois aussi dangereux 

d’enfreindre que d’adopter: Corneille avoit bien plus de génie qu’il n’en 

faut pour s’élever au dessus d’elles. Quoiqu’il en soit, il a sacrifié à 

l’habitude, il a préferé une exactitude de convention à une licence 

raisonnable; licence que l’on devroit d’autant plus se permettre, qu’il est 

absurde de prétendre qu’un sujet, qui ne peut fournir qu’à l’intrigue & à 

l’action animée des trois Actes, puisse se prêter sans une extension, qui 

l’énerve & qui le décharne, à la distribution de cinq Actes.5  
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In this manner, Noverre promoted his views on the theatrical unities as applied to the 

action ballet, showing his distaste for any theatrical element that violated the unity of 

action. This, by extension, went against what Noverre called unity of design, which 

mandated that all scenes had to work toward the expression of a single narrative in the 

work. Corneille himself alluded to this problem in the Examen that preceded the play, 

explaining that the action “n’a point cette juste grandeur que lui demande Aristote,” but 

for Corneille, other issues demanded much greater attention than the unity of action, 

namely, bienséance and the particular unity of the hero’s peril.6 Yet Noverre’s reason for 

referring to what he considered an inherent problem in Corneille’s play was not to 

criticize Corneille for having disobeyed the accepted interpretation of Aristotle’s Poetics. 

On the contrary, Noverre used Corneille’s failure to adhere to the rules as a legitimation 

of Diderot’s views on theatrical reform. Although Noverre strongly disapproved of the 

lack of action in the play’s fifth act, he objected even more to Corneille’s having “sacrifié 

à l’habitude” and followed convention rather than basing his choices on the needs of the 

particular work—in this case, a play—at hand. By changing Corneille’s story, Noverre 

rewrote the play’s text in view of what he considered to be its inherent narrative needs.  

 

UNITIES IN THE BALLET D’ACTION 

In writing his Lettres sur la danse, Noverre arguably created a poetic system for ballets. 

This system, he proposed, needed to be different from poetic guidelines used in other 

performance art forms due to the specificity of the medium of ballet. In Noverre’s new 

system, unity of design played an important role, replacing the three traditional theatrical 

unities of place, time, and action. Noverre suggests that the reason for this is that ballets 
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d’action are substantially different from tragedies and comedies, and, thus, are not 

“assujettis à l’unité de lieu, à l’unité de temps et à l’unité d’action.”7 Although he fails to 

define the ballet d’action in this section, Noverre nonetheless maintains that it cannot be 

subject to the “narrow” rules prescribed for dramas. Indeed, he explains that “le ballet est 

. . .  le frère du Poëme; il ne peut souffrir la contrainte des règles étroites du Drame; ces 

entraves que le génie s’impose, qui retrecissent l’esprit, qui resserrent l’imagination, 

anéantiroient totalement la composition du Ballet & le priveroient de cette variété qui en 

est le charme.”8  

 Noverre’s jettisoning of these rules notwithstanding, he does argue that ballets 

d’action “exigent absolument une unité de dessein, afin que toutes les Scenes se 

rapprochent et aboutissent au même but.”9 The unity of design is indeed achieved in part 

by returning to a traditional poetic structure. As Noverre explains, both poem (here he 

implies the poème en danse) and drama must include “une exposition, un nœud, & un 

dénouement.”10  

 The emphasis on unity of design was not altogether new. In his Encyclopédie article 

“Ballet,” Cahusac had already called for it, describing it as a thematic unity tying the 

work together in terms of its plot and resulting in adherence to the unity of action: “La 

premiere regle est l’unité de dessein. En faveur de la difficulté infinie qu’il y avoit à 

s’assujettir à une contrainte pareille, dans un ouvrage de ce genre, il fut toûjours dispensé 

de l’unité de tems & de l’unité de lieu.”11 Indeed, Ménestrier had advocated the same, 

explaining that “Le Ballet demande unité de dessein, afin que tout s’y rapporte à un 

même but, mais il ne demande pas comme la Tragédie unité d’action, ni unité de temps, 

ni unité de lieu.”12 Diderot too had encouraged writers of the drame bourgeois to 



 

 76 

abandon strict adherence to the unities, only insisting on the unity of place, and like 

Cahusac, Noverre, and Ménestrier, preferred a concept of dramatic linkage that was 

similar to unity of design.13 In other words, Noverre’s thinking was part and parcel of the 

larger theatrical reforms of the era. Even if his thinking was not entirely original, it 

allowed for the possibility of representing epic and historical subjects in the ballet 

d’action.  

 More than just providing information about how the ballet d’action was perceived 

at the time, however, this study of the unities in Noverre offers a paradigm for analyzing 

the textual relationship of Noverre’s work to that of Diderot and Cahusac, in which 

Noverre compiled and synthesized dance reform ideas and applied them directly to the 

process of creating ballets. Indeed, Noverre’s discussion of the unities revisited a key 

argument in early modern dramatic aesthetics, extending back to the quarrel surrounding 

Corneille’s Le Cid (1637). Condemning the play in his pamphlet Observations sur le Cid, 

Georges de Scudéry had criticized the play’s non-adherence to the theatrical unity of 

time. In response, several anonymous authors came to Corneille’s defense, explaining 

that the audience’s enjoyment of the play was not based on its observance of Aristotle’s 

unities, and that the work ought to be judged on merit rather than whether or not it 

obeyed a system of theatrical rules.* Noverre builds on this debate, siding with those in 

favor of merit- rather than structure-based evaluations of artistic work, as when he 

criticizes Corneille’s adherence to convention over artistic license. Concluding his long 

denunciation of Horace’s fifth act, Noverre muses, “J’imagine donc que l’on doit avoir le 

courage de Secouer les regles qui ne sont qu’arbitraires, que c’est la nature du sujet qui 

                                                
* See Le jugement du Cid (1637), La voix publique de M. de Scudéry (1637), and La deffense du Cid 
(1637). 
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doit en déterminer la forme & l’étenduë, & que toute autre combinaison ne peut conduire 

qu’à des chutes certaines.”14 In other words, Noverre suggests that Corneille, criticized in 

his own time for following artistic license rather than minding dramatic convention, was 

too conservative.  

 

NOVERRE AND ANGIOLINI’S QUARREL 

 Over a century after the “Quarrel” over Le Cid, Noverre’s own disregard for the 

unities provoked a similarly caustic response in his public debate with Angiolini. The 

conflict began in 1773, when Angiolini published two letters in response to Noverre’s 

preface to Ifigénie en Tauride, Les Graces, and Agamemnon vengé (1771). In particular, 

Angiolini disagreed with the dramatic structure of Agamemnon and its disavowal of the 

theatrical unities, complaining that Noverre had “fallen into anachronism and duplicity of 

action” and, consequently, “neglected the other two unities.”* Angiolini refers here to the 

final three scenes of the ballet’s fifth act, dedicated to showing the full scale of Orestes’ 

torment through the arrival of the furies alongside “Crime,” “Remorse,” and 

“Despondency,” the appearance of Clytemnestra’s ghost, and finally Orestes’ failed 

suicide attempt. The attempted suicide does comprise an action of its own, outside of the 

unity of action. Yet Angiolini’s criticism of these scenes is probably related to Noverre’s 

use of Orestes’ inner rage to justify a spectacular final dance scene after the ballet’s main 

action had concluded. Angiolini subscribed to the Italian school in which mime and 

dance were fully integrated, so a final scene like Noverre’s would have seemed an 

                                                
* “Siete caduto in un anacronismo ed in una duplicità d’azione; vi avete neglette l’altre due unità.” (Gasparo 
Angiolini, “Lettere a Monsieur Noverre sopra i balli pantomimi,” in Il ballo pantomimo: Lettere, saggi e 
libelli sulla danza (1773-1785), ed. Carmela Lombardi [Turin: G.B. Paravia Scriptorium, 1998], 50. Unless 
otherwise noted, all translations are my own. 
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afterthought to Angiolini.15 Noverre, however, based the structure of his ballets on an 

alternation of dance and mime. The passage from mime to dance is best described by 

Grimm, who explains that dancers in the ballet d’action only truly dance in moments of 

passion.* Indeed, the use of emotive dance outside of a ballet’s action—in other words, a 

narrative pause, like the operatic aria—went directly against Angiolini’s interpretation of 

the Poetics.  

Noverre responded to Angiolini’s criticisms in the Introduction du Ballet des 

Horaces with an argument reminiscent of one put forth by Diderot in the Entretiens sur 

“le Fils naturel.” “Malheur à ces compositeurs froids,” he exclaimed, “qui s’accrochent 

en tremblant aux petites Régles de leur Art. Ils ressemblent à ces infortunés qui pour 

échapper au naufrage, se cramponnent à un morceau de liége.”16 Yet although Noverre 

certainly considered Angiolini to be one of these unfortunate shipwrecked souls clinging 

to the last remains of his vessel, the public did not necessarily agree with him. One 

defender of Angiolini responded almost immediately in his Lettre d’un des petits Oracles 

de Monsieur Angiolini au grand Noverre (1774), explaining that, had Noverre been 

creating non-narrative divertissements (pure dance), a disregard for the unities would not 

have been problematic, but because of the dramatic nature of his project, the absence of 

the unities of time and place in Agamemnon vengé diminished its verisimilitude, another 

critical point within the two ballet masters’ debate.17  

 

 

 

                                                
* See Chapter 1 p. 53-54 for a discussion of the alternation between mime and dance in the Noverrian ballet 
d’action, especially as described by Grimm in the Correspondance littéraire.  
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VERISIMILITUDE IN THE BALLET D’ACTION 

Although his critics would quickly dismiss this claim, Noverre did analyze the question 

of verisimilitude in some depth.* In his second letter, he emphasized the need for 

performers in the action ballet to dance and gesture in a style appropriate to the character 

they depicted. Additionally, arguing that it was plausible to depict characters of all 

stations high and low through dance, he used Mentor in the story of Telemachus as an 

example. (The depiction of high, or mythological figures in dance was more problematic 

than, say, the depiction of blacksmiths or warriors returning from battle. Certain critics 

found the representation of elevated figures disrespectful and argued that such 

representations were not verisimilar.†) Not only would it be appropriate for Mentor to 

dance in an action ballet, but it would be inappropriate for him not to.18 Noverre based his 

conception of verisimilitude, then, on the justification of a reason for dancing through the 

need to depict character, on the one hand, and the need to fit into the ensemble of dancing 

characters on the other.  

 The idea of verisimilitude as wholly based on character diverges from Aristotle’s 

definition of the term, the standard basis for most eighteenth-century analyses. Although 

Aristotle explains that “one should . . . work out plots using gestures” and that 

“consistency” is important in characters, he is principally concerned with plot over 

character.19 For Aristotle, mimesis focuses primarily on the construction of plot through 

its component parts. Tragedy, he states, imitates neither characters nor individuals, but 

“actions and . . . life.”20 Yet the accentuated role of character in the ballet d’action was 

essential. In order to narrate a full and complete action without the support of a spoken or 
                                                
* See Jean Georges Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, et sur les ballets (Lyon: Delaroche, 1760), 22-25 and 
181-88. 
† See Chapter 3, p. 126-29 
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sung libretto, character had to be portrayed through expressive physicality. Hence, 

Noverre’s belief that verisimilitude in the action ballet was expressed through the 

physical representation of character onstage rather than narrative.  

 In dealing with verisimilitude, Angiolini, on the other hand, focused his efforts on 

the types of characters represented in a narrative, explaining that “fantastic characters 

will always be inferior to natural ones” and that characters drawn from life are more 

easily accepted by the audience.* In this regard and in keeping with his conservatism, 

Angiolini’s understanding of verisimilitude is closer to Aristotle’s. Fantastic characters, 

according to Aristotle, might fall outside of the “necessary and probable” and into the 

domain of spectacle.21 Angiolini agrees, indicating that neither is the general public 

interested in such characters, nor are they believable. Invoking Rousseau, Angiolini 

summarizes Rousseau’s history of early opera. Rousseau explains,  

A la naissance de l’Opera, ses inventeurs voulant éluder ce qu’avoit de peu 

naturel l’union de la Musique au discours dans l’imitation de la vie 

humaine, s’avisèrent de transporter la Scène aux Cieux & dans les Enfers, 

& faute de savoir faire parler les hommes, ils aimèrent mieux faire chanter 

les Dieux & les Diables, que les Héros & les Bergers. Bientôt la magie & le 

merveilleux devinrent les fondemens du Théâtre lyrique, & content de 

s’enrichir d’un nouveau genre on ne songea pas même à rechercher si 

c’étoit bien celui-là qu’on avoir dû choisir. Pour soutenir une si forte 

illusion, il fallut épuiser tout ce que l’Art humain pouvoit imaginer de plus 

                                                
* “I personaggi fantastici saranno sempre inferiori ai naturali.” Angiolini, “Lettere a Monsieur Noverre 
sopra i balli pantomimi,” 76. On Angiolini’s similarity to Aristotle, see note 59 in Aristotle, Poetics, trans. 
Malcolm Heath (New York: Penguin, 1997), 54. Heath explains that in using the term “likeness,” “Aristotle 
probably means ‘like us.’” 
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séduisant chez un Peuple où le goût du plaisir & celui des beaux Arts 

Régnoient à l’envi.* 

Angiolini does not situate his summary of this quotation within the history of opera but 

transitions from performers singing and speaking to performers speaking and acting, 

transferring the context of Rousseau’s history of early opera to that of the early action 

ballet. More broadly, Angiolini brings up a longstanding shared complaint regarding 

verisimilitude in both opera and ballet: expression in both art forms is unnatural. Yet 

Angiolini does not propose here a way to make expression more easily believable. 

Instead, following Rousseau, he criticizes librettists’ use of the imaginary and the 

fantastic (Angiolini extends Rousseau’s examples to include winds and salamanders) in 

place of the realistic, arguing that ballet’s inherent faults are no reason to rely on these 

techniques of surprise rather than attempting to touch the audience’s heart. 

 Although both Angiolini and Noverre’s modes of defining verisimilitude are clearly 

related to character, they might also be divided into two broader categories, the first 

addressing staged action, and the second narrative. That is to say, the focal point of 

Angiolini’s verisimilitude is strongly tied to a ballet’s narrative in that it focuses on which 

characters might be represented. In this view, a narrative that employs shepherds will be 

superior to one that relies on winds and furies. Indeed, Angiolini might here be pointing 

to Noverre’s regular use of the gods as subject matter as well as his use of winds and 

furies in Agamemnon vengé. Noverre, on the other hand, focuses his brand of 

verisimilitude primarily on how these characters are represented. He indicates that in 

developing a character it is necessary to “conserver un genre de Danse & d’expression 

                                                
* Jean Jacques Rousseau, “Opera,” in Dictionnaire de Musique (Paris: Duchesne, 1768), 347. See 
Angiolini, “Lettere a Monsieur Noverre sopra i balli pantomimi,” 76. 
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analogue à son caractere, à son âge, & à son emploi.”22 To preserve the essence of the 

character is the most important concern, greater even than adherence to rules of 

bienséance and anxieties that audience members might be shocked or disturbed by the 

scene playing out onstage. Contrary to tradition, Noverre writes of soldiers depicted 

returning from battle,  

Traînent-ils après eux l’horreur du carnage? Leur Physionomie paroît-elle 

animée? Leurs regards sont-ils encore terribles? Leurs cheveux sont-ils 

épars & dérangés? non, Monsieur, rien de tout cela; ils sont parés avec le 

dernier scrupule, & ils ressemblent plutôt à des hommes efféminés, sortant 

des mains du Baigneur, qu’à des Guerriers échappés à celles de l’ennemi. 

Que devient la vérité? où est la vraisemblance? d’où naîtra l’illusion? & 

comment n’être pas choqué d’une action si fausse & si mal rendue?23  

For Noverre, in fact, the shock comes not from seeing those wounded soldiers but from 

the representation of “une action si fausse & si mal rendue.” In the same vein, he frowns 

too on uniformity and symmetrical arrays of dancers across the stage, for he finds their 

failure to imitate the variety in nature unrealistic. Finally, stage decoration and realistic 

costuming, which might help emphasize character, played a key role in establishing a 

ballet’s credibility.24 For this reason, Noverre eagerly adopted the costume reforms called 

for by theater reformers.* On the other hand, asserts Edward Nye, “The desire to express 

character physically could lead to over-acting . . .  with a consequent lack of 

verisimilitude. Perhaps,” he continues, “this is why unsympathetic critics commonly 

                                                
* “Le Peintre décorateur, faute de connoître parfaitement le Drame, donne souvent dans l’erreur; il ne 
consulte point l’Auteur mais il suit ses idées, qui souvent fausses s’opposent à la vraisemblance qui doit se 
trouver dans les décorations, à l’effet d’indiquer le lieu de la Scene. Comment peut-il réussir, s’il ignore 
l’endroit où elle doit se passer?” (Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, 148). 
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found the ballet d’action inclined toward hysterical and incomprehensible gesticulation, 

or else they found it reminiscent of the comic Commedia dell’arte which made no 

pretence of verisimilitude.”25  

 At the same time, certain critics and philosophers found the prospect of narrative 

without words to be quite promising. Praising Noverre’s ballet Jason et Médée, the 

journal Le Radoteur proposed that “en parlant aux sens, l’on doit attirer la foule, puisque, 

de compte fait, il y a plus de corps agissants, que d’ames intellectuelles.”26 For Noverre, 

however, the difficulties of presenting a complicated narrative without the power of 

words often created discrepancies between the stated aims in his Lettres and numerous 

prefaces and the actual performances of his works. The ballet master explained that 

pantomime’s advantages outweighed its disadvantages. “Il y a sans doute une foule de 

choses que la Pantomime ne peut qu’indiquer,” Noverre conceded, “mais dans les 

passions il est un degré d’expression que les paroles ne peuvent atteindre, ou plutôt pour 

lequel il n’est plus de paroles.”27 Based on the ways that these stories were performed 

onstage, however, Ange Goudar, a vehement critic of the ballet d’action, proposed 

exactly the opposite: “Pour un geste qui rend bien, il est cent paroles qui rendent 

mieux.”28 Nye succinctly summarizes much of the genre’s criticism with the idea that 

“for some spectators, voiceless heroes and heroines seemed deprived of their fundamental 

characteristics.”* The act of using pantomime, the transcendent language of the passions 

                                                
* Edward Nye, Mime, Music and Drama on the Eighteenth Century Stage: The Ballet d’Action (Cambridge, 
U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 9. Nye continues to explain that depictions of muteness were tied 
to an assumption of lack of rational thought, and that this is why the issue of “articulated language” is so 
problematic for the ballet d’action. I will focus primarily on the aesthetic ramifications of the use of silent 
language rather than its underlying ideologies. It is important to make note of Nye’s hypothesis that 
although the various language origin theories, action ballet, and eighteenth-century sign language are 
“symptomatic of eighteenth-century intellectual support for somatic expression,” (an oft-reached 



 

 84 

to its promoters and a silent, imprecise language to its detractors, to represent action at all 

thus remained a polemical aspect of the action ballet.  

 

PROGRAMS FOR THE BALLET D’ACTION 

Noverre primarily relied on printed programs or libretti to transmit a ballet’s narrative to 

its audience.* These libretti, like those created for opera, were not only used in the 

process of a work’s genesis, but as a way for the audience to better understand what it 

was seeing. Yet eighteenth-century ballet libretti differed somewhat from their operatic 

counterparts. Regarding opera, Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker explain that, “in a 

libretto there are at least two separate domains. The first involves the narrative element, 

basically the plot and its characters; the second involves the representation of this 

narrative in text, in specific (almost always poetic) words.”29 In eighteenth-century ballet, 

this was not always the case. Because of the genre’s transitional state, libretti were 

generally written by ballet masters, not professional librettists. Additionally, the words in 

the libretto were not being spoken from the stage; what for Abbate and Parker are 

“specific” and “poetic” words would have been, in the ballet d’action, rendered visible 

through gesture. In other words, the text needed to be translated from the written 

language to a poetry of the body. 

 Yet programs were also tools for the audience. For Noverre a libretto or program is 

“un engagement authentique que le compositeur [choreographer] contracte avec le 

Public.”30 Reading a program gave the audience an idea of what it should expect in the 

performance. Detractors claimed that much of the narrative and descriptive information 
                                                                                                                                            
conclusion), they disclose to the modern reader “as much about the ideological primacy of the voice as they 
do contemporary interest in the body.” (Ibid., 11) 
* Noverre uses the terms “programme” and “livret” interchangeably. 
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in the libretto could not be understood by the audience without a written aid. They also 

claimed that even more than giving the audience an idea of what to expect, the libretto 

provided one of the only clues to the ballet’s meaning. Take, for example, the opening of 

Noverre’s libretto for Les Horaces: 

Camille aime tendrement l’ainé des Curiaces: sa destinée doit l’enchainer 

pour jamais au sort de se Chevalier: c’est de l’aveu de leurs parents qu’ils 

se sont fait celui de leur tendresse, mais le Sort semble s’opposer à leur 

mutuelle félicité. Les Curiaces ont été choisis par le Peuple d’Albes pour 

terminer par un combat singulier les querelles qui subsistent depuis 

longtems entre leur République et Rome.31  

This passage explains a complicated relationship between multiple characters as well as 

several past events impossible to express in pantomime. This is the reason, Noverre 

states, that programs are singularly important to the action ballet. He implies, 

furthermore, that the public might not be capable of judging the artist’s success without 

such a program, which lies partially in the choreographer’s ability to translate text into 

movement:  

Un programe, à la main, le Public juge des parties & de l’ensemble du 

tableau; il en mesure la distribution & l’ordonnance; il en combine les 

dimensions, il en apprécie les caractères & les contrastes, il en analyse les 

épisodes; il en examine les situations les, [sic] coups de Theatre & les 

grouppes, il décide sur les variétés de la Danse, sur la beauté des dessins, 

sur l’action Pantomime, sur l’expression des gestes, sur le langage des 
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yeux & de la Phisionomie; il applaudit enfin à la magie de l’Artiste, ou il 

siffle à son imbécillité.32  

In this manner, the program served as the plan for the ballet and provided a structure for 

the reception of the work. The job of the performers, in collaboration with the 

choreographer, was not to convey new information, but to enact the storyline provided to 

the best of their ability. The choreographer’s role, in turn, was to render visible the 

written information contained in the program. 

 The use of programs also represents a key difference between the Noverrian and 

Angiolinian variants of the action ballet, with Angiolini taking the stance opposite to 

Noverre. In Angiolini’s opinion, the use of programs represented a deficiency in the 

ballet itself.* If ballet adhered to the Aristotelian unities, he argued, the audience would 

understand it without difficulty. Programs, which he considered only to highlight the 

weaknesses of the art form, would thus be unnecessary: 

The use of programs demeans art, treating it tacitly as unable to make 

itself understood; it debases the public as well, treating it as inexperienced 

and uneducated. . . The true composer of ballets d’action is, or will be, the 

one who knows better than the others how to form and make understood, 

not with the program but with only gesture, a complete action with 

beginning, middle and end, all subjected to the unities of time, place and 

                                                
* One contemporary writer concurs on this point, explaining that “Si la pantomime est bien exprimée, 
l’intérêt se développera de lui-même. Et si, au contraire, elle l’est foiblement, ce livret ne servira qu’à faire 
beaucoup désirer au spectateur, et peut-être à révolter contre la multitude de petits incidents, qui doivent 
nécessairement nuire à l’intérêt principal.” (J. J. O. de Meude-Monpas, Review of Le premier navigateur, 
reprinted in Dictionnaire de musique, dans lequel on simplifie les expressions et les définitions 
Mathématiques et Physiques qui ont rapport à cet Art; avec des remarques impartiales sur les Poêtes 
lyriques, les Vérificateurs, les Compositeurs, Auteurs, Exécutions, ect, ect. [sic] [Paris: Knapen et Fils, 
1787], 16-17.)  



 

 87 

action. In this manner, danced pantomime will recover its ancient splendor 

within the bounds of honesty, decency and good taste.* 

This might point to a difference in the types of actions represented in each version of the 

action ballet: Angiolini’s ballets would necessarily have required less background 

information. Ballets, he explained, needed to be accessible to the entirety of the 

population, including the uneducated who might be unfamiliar with history and 

mythology. Yet programs, Angiolini proposed, did little to close this problematic gap:   

In what part of the world do the ignorant read: and even when they read, 

what do they understand of history, mythology, poetry? Is the 

understanding of an eloquent sentence by any chance easier for an 

uncultivated person than of a simple and significant gesture?† 

Angiolini thus proposed that ballet masters ought to “invent new situations” that could be 

easily discerned through pantomime rather than basing their ballets on written texts.33  

 On this point Noverre and Angiolini fundamentally diverged. Noverre considered 

that, in addition to providing a synopsis of a ballet’s events, programs were critical to the 

spectator’s understanding of a performance on multiple levels, providing background 

information to theatergoers as well as a synopsis of the ballet’s narrative. Nye explains 

that programs were used for three primary purposes: “to attract spectators to the theatre, . 

. . to frame the performance with contextual information about characters and situations, 
                                                
* “L’uso de’ programmi avvilisce l’arte, trattandola tacitamente d’insufficiente a farsi intendere; ed 
avvilisce il pubblico stesso trattandolo di poco esperto e di poco erudito. . .  il vero compositore de’ balli 
pantomimi è, o sarà, quello che meglio degli altri saprà formare e far comprendere, non già col programma 
ma co’ soli gesti, un’azione completa, con principio, mezzo e fine, in tutto sottomessa alla unità di tempo, 
di luogo e d’azione. Così la danza pantomima riprenderà dentro i limiti dell’onestà, della decenza e del 
buon gusto l’antico suo splendore.” (Angiolini, “Riflessioni sopra l’uso dei programmi,” 122-23.)  
† “In qual parte del mondo gl’ignoranti leggono: e quando ancora leggano, che cosa intendono di storia, di 
mitologia, di poetica? È egli forse più facile a un incolto intendimento una frase eloquente, che un gesto 
semplice e significante?” (Ibid., 122.) 
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and to ensure that the action was properly interpreted in accordance with the 

choreographer’s intentions.”34 Indeed, choreographers published and circulated programs 

for ballets d’action prior to performances for marketing purposes. Noverre once delayed 

an opening because his program had not had adequate time to circulate before the first 

performance. In 1774 he refrained from publishing a program for the premiere of 

Agamemnon vengé. The experiment backfired. The audience failed to understand the 

work, requiring him to publish a program for the second and subsequent performances.* 

Spectators even used programs to evaluate how well the choreographer had staged the 

actions he had himself described.  

 In the end, these two major types of action ballet offer different models of 

evaluation and understanding. As I have shown, Angiolini considered the 

choreographer’s success to be based upon his ability to convey action purely through 

physical movement and mime. Noverre, on the other hand, considered success to lie in 

the choreographer’s ability to portray the actions outlined in the written text. In other 

words, Noverre seems to stress a composition process that begins with writing and is 

subsequently translated into gesture, whereas Angiolini advocates one that begins with 

the creation of a gestural narrative. 

 At the same time, however, despite the paramount importance of the printed 

program, the program for Les Horaces makes clear that Noverre intended pantomime to 

transcend the power of the spoken word. The departure of the eldest Curiatii for the battle 

                                                
* See Nye, Mime, Music, and Drama on the Eighteenth-Century Stage, 216, Kathleen Hansell, “Theatrical 
ballet and Italian opera” in The History of Italian Opera, eds. Lorenzo Bianconi and Giorgio Pestelli, vol. 2 
(University of Chicago Press, 2002), 237, and Marian Hannah Winter, The Pre-Romantic Ballet (London, 
Pitman House: 1974; New York, Dance Horizons, 1975), 120.  
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provokes in Camille emotions so tormented that Noverre does not deign even to explain 

them in words, instead indicating in an exact analogue of Corneille’s scene that,  

Camille peint dans cette Scène tout ce que l’amour en opposition avec le 

devoir peut exprimer: son cœur, combattu par la tendresse qu’elle doit à 

son frère, par l’amour qu’elle doit à son Père et à sa Patrie, par l’honneur de 

sa Famille, & par un sentiment encore plus cher, se livre tour à tour aux 

impressions diverses qui affectent son ame.35  

Noverre’s choice of the phrases “un sentiment encore plus cher” and “impressions 

diverses,” in addition to the more concrete ideas of love for her father and country, and 

her family’s honor, implies a complicated situation of sentiment difficult to adequately 

express in prose. This represents a marked break from Corneille’s written text (especially 

in the parts of the text that I have underlined):  

Curiace, il suffit, je devine le reste. 

Tu fuis une bataille à tes vœux si funeste, 

Et ton cœur tout à moi, pour ne me perdre pas, 

Dérobe à ton pays le secours de ton bras. 

Qu’une autre considère ici ta renommée, 

Te blâme, s’il veut, de m’avoir trop aimée, 

N’est point à Camille à t’en mésestimer; 

Plus ton amour paraît, plus elle doit t’aimer, 

Et si tu dois beaucoup aux lieux qui t’ont vu naître, 

Plus tu quittes pour moi, plus tu le fais paraître. 

Mais as-tu vu mon père, et peut-il endurer 
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Qu’ainsi dans sa maison tu t’oses retirer? 

Ne préfère-t-il point l’état à sa famille? 

Ne regarde-t-il point Rome plus que sa fille? 

Enfin notre bonheur est-il bien affermi? 

T’a-t-il vu comme gendre, ou bien comme ennemi?36   

How Noverre might have expressed the ideas of “patrie,” and honor in pantomime is 

difficult to surmise. Indeed, even the past tense proved impossible to express through 

gesture. The underlined portions of Camille’s lines indicate sentiment; these “impressions 

diverses qui affectent son âme” were the elements of Corneille’s language that Noverre 

attempted to paint through gesture, rather than the actions and family history that long 

preceded this scene. Camille represented the torment stemming from the conflict between 

state and family, rather than the historical specifics given by Corneille. In the danced 

version, the details causing her torment would have been more opaque and the passionate 

outburst of sentiment more pronounced. All the same, viewers evidently recognized the 

lines of Corneille’s text in the performance. As Grimm summarizes succinctly in the 

Correspondance littéraire, “Au premier acte, Camille, instruite du combat qui va se 

livrer, paraît plongée dans le plus profond abattement. Son imagination lui retrace les 

différents événements de ce jour funeste qui la pénètrent d’effroi.”37 No doubt Grimm 

came to this reading through a combination of prior knowledge of the text and an 

eloquent performance. 

 Camille’s role later in the ballet, however, was more controversial. In fact, the 

Correspondance littéraire evaluated the famous scene between Horatius and Camille 

based on both an appraisal of Noverre’s construction of the scene (as reflected in the 
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libretto even more than in the choreographic actions portrayed onstage) and the 

interpretation of the individual performers. The Correspondance littéraire’s review, in 

other words, was based not on an evaluation of the performance itself but on its 

adherence to Noverre’s libretto. In this scene, Noverre aimed to stick as closely as 

possible to Corneille’s text, while simultaneously surpassing its expressive potential 

through an exemplary use of pantomime (which, notably, is described only qualitatively 

in the libretto). According to the ballet’s livret, Camille, in reaction to her lover’s death,  

exprime, avec le langage énergique des yeux, de la phisionomie, des 

gestes, & des mouvements du corps, cette imprécation fameuse du grand 

Corneille, qui finit par ces vers prononcés par Camille. 

Que le courroux du Ciel allumé par mes vœux 

Fasse pleuvoir sur elle un déluge des feux 

Puissai-je de mes yeux y voir tomber ce foudre, 

Voir ses maisons en cendres & tes lauriers en poudre, 

Voir le dernier Romain à son dernier soupir, 

Moi seule en être cause & mourir de plaisir. 

     (Horace mettant l’épée à la main.) 

C’est trop; ma passion à la raison fait place, 

Va dedans les enfers plaindre ton Curiace etc.38  

According to Grimm, the dancers successfully enacted Noverre’s written instructions in 

performance. Following from the reforms of the philosophes, and most especially 

Diderot’s writings on gesture, the theatrical text, once the very means of expression of 

action and sentiment, had become simply the guidelines for a stage action that 
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transcended words. A ballet’s meaning lay not in its story but in its representation, that is, 

the translation of poetic language into poetic gesture. At the same time, however, old and 

new methods of expression melded to create a physical representation of the text. Grimm 

effusively praised Anne Heinel’s performance in the role of Camille, indicating that “à la 

force et à la vérité avec lesquelles Mlle Heinel rend cette scène, on croit entendre les vers 

mêmes de Corneille.”39 These stage directions also imply a certain linguistic fidelity to 

the text in Camille’s pantomime performance. In order for Horatius to move at the 

appropriate moment, these moments of pantomime must have been divided either 

linguistically, or musically, or both. Despite Heinel’s success in the role, many critics felt 

that flaws in the narrative undermined the ballet’s credibility. One M. Piis, in his song 

“Le Ballet des Cu-riaces [sic],” simply ridiculed the ballet in its entirety.* However, the 

pointed criticisms of La Harpe regarding verisimilitude and bienséance will tell us more 

about why the ballet was poorly received.  

 In the controversial scene where Camille learns of her lover’s death, Noverre has 

Horatius show Camille the bloodied scarf, whereas in the play Camille begs Horatius to 

acknowledge those lost in battle. La Harpe, criticizing this change, refers to Horatius’s 

cruelty in showing the scarf to Camille, soiled with the blood of her lover (“atrocité 

gratuite qui n’est point dans l’histoire”) in a long list of “défauts de convenance, de 

costume, [et] de vraisemblance.”40 Yet, as Nye explains, “La Harpe did not seem to take 

into account that Corneille’s Horatius also seems to take gratuitous pleasure in telling his 

sister the news . . .  Inhumanity is arguably part of his heroic identity, and the bloodied 

scarf in Noverre’s adaptation is an attempt to translate a verbal effect into a visual one.”41 
                                                
* M. Piis’s song is reprinted in Louis de Bachaumont, Mémoires secrets pour servir à l’histoire de la 
République des Lettres en France depuis MDCCLXII jusqu’à nos jours; ou Journal d’un Observateur, vol. 
10 (London: John Adamson, 1778), 54-55.  
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La Harpe did not find Noverre’s translation of verbal into visual particularly successful, 

however. Though he praises Mlle Heinel’s performance (“le jeu de Mlle Heinel a été 

assez expressif et assez vrai, pour rappeler les vers de Corneille”), overall he finds fault 

with Noverre’s adaptation, complaining, that, “comme on a très-bien dit, il y a des choses 

que nulle pantomime ne peut rendre, par exemple, le fameux qu’il mourût: comment 

danser ce mot-là ?”42 

 The issue of how to paint words through action became a problematic rather than 

liberating element of Noverre’s ballet d’action by the end of his Milanese period. In the 

preface to his ballet Euthyme et Eucharis (1775), he published what Hansell terms “his 

most important declaration on the nature of his art as he then conceived it,” the fact that 

his pantomime ballet did not possess “the expressive possibilities he once presumed.”43 

“La Pantomime,” Noverre now sadly admitted, “est de tous les Arts imitateurs le plus 

chétif & le plus bornée.”44  

 

ADVANCING THE BALLET D’ACTION’S EVOLUTION   

Noverre’s quarrel with Angiolini and criticism from the Milanese public resulted in 

marked and lasting changes to the way he conceived his artistic project. Ballet, he 

concurred, was not a subset of the conventional spoken theater, regardless of its dramatic 

possibilities. In the final edition of his celebrated treatise, published in 1807 as Lettres sur 

les arts imitateurs en général et sur la danse en particulier, Noverre explained that the 

differences between ballet and theater caused him to “examiner avec une scrupuleuse 

attention ce qui se passe à la représentation d’un Ballet pantomime, et à celle d’une pièce 

parlée (en les supposant chacun dans leur genre d’un mérite égal).”45 In examining the 
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two genres, he came to the conclusion that “un ballet pantomime n’est ni ne peut être un 

drame. . . s’il peut être comparé à quelque genre de poésie, ce n’est qu’au poème ; mail il 

a une analogie bien plus parfaite avec la peinture: celle-ci est une pantomime fixe et 

tranquille; celui-là est une pantomime vivante.”46 Each art form, he argued, had its own 

merit: theater succeeded in representing verbal nuance, whereas in the dance en action, 

“un pas, un geste, un mouvement et une attitude dis[aient] ce que rien ne peut 

exprimer.”47  

 In the newly revised Lettres, Noverre still recommended tragedy as a genre for 

ballets d’action, explaining that it “fournit de grands tableaux, des situations nobles, et 

des coups de théâtre heureux”; he also recommended poetry and fable as appropriate 

subjects.48 In practice, these experiences most likely led him to adjust his approach in 

favor of the ballets that he created in Paris and London, including the lighter Les Petits 

Riens (1778), famous for Mozart’s partial score—to which the Correspondance littéraire 

responded with praise of the ballet’s final scene, and remarking, contrary to Les Horaces, 

that “la décence exerce toujours sur nos théâtres l’empire le plus sévère!”49 Indeed, 

Noverre began his tenure at the Paris Opéra by presenting two light-hearted ballets that 

Sophia Rosenfeld terms “uncontroversial,” Apelles et Campaspe and Les Caprices de 

Galathée.50 Noverre’s time at the Opéra was a moment of conflict between ballet masters 

and management, and, “if any ballet could help ease the various tensions generated by 

Noverre’s appointment,” Foster notes, “it was Apelles et Campaspe.”51  

 Uncontroversial and carefree, Apelles et Campaspe, ou la générosité d’Alexandre 

(1776), recounts an episode from Pliny’s Natural History about Alexander the Great and 

his mistress Campaspe. It was adapted from Noverre’s previous version of the work, 
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Apelles et Campaspe de Larisse, ou le triomphe d’Alexandre sur soi même (1773). 

Noverre commissioned a new score from Jean-Joseph Rodolphe to replace the one by 

Franz Aspelmayr that he had used for the ballet’s 1773 premiere and for its performances 

in Milan the following year.  

 To briefly recount the ballet’s narrative, Alexander directs the artist Apelles to paint 

a portrait of Campaspe. Over the course of the subsequent scenes, Apelles falls deeply in 

love with Campaspe, so much so that Alexander chooses to present her to the painter at 

the ballet’s end. In the later Paris version, Alexander shackles Campaspe in chains as 

punishment for his behavior.  

 The reception of Apelles was generally positive, albeit lukewarm. Bachaumont 

praised the ballet’s marriage of music and choreography, but indicated as well that “il ne 

vaut pas celui de Médée & Jason,” Noverre’s only universally praised tragic ballet.52 

Grimm agreed.53 Apelles, like Les Caprices de Galathée and Les Petits Riens, was a 

trifle. In August 1776, the mother of the two ballet masters Gardel accused Noverre of a 

propensity to “jeter feu et flammes dans ses ballets, qui ne se soutiennent que par le grand 

faste et la grande dépense; car pour de la danse il n’y en a pas, et ce n’est pas ce qu’il faut 

au public éclairé de Paris, qui se lasserait bientôt de ces pantomimes où l’art serait 

négligé.”54 Perhaps this criticism caused him to reduce the dramatic character and shock 

value—and the need for fire and flames—of the few ballets he produced in Paris.  

 Indeed, the public both loved and loved to hate Noverre—but only at his most 

contentious. The ballets that evoked praise and stirred up controversy dealt with serious 

and often dark subject matter, and critics always responded strongly with either acclaim 

or outrage. According to Goudar, a major problem with Noverre’s subject matter was that 
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the audience could not relate to his heroes.55 Additionally, Goudar explained, in a critique 

of the ballet d’action in general, serious subjects should not be presented in dance, which 

was better suited to lower subjects and too undignified for representing royalty and gods. 

“On ne doit pas faire danser les Dieux, les Rois & les Héros,” he explained. “Ces objets 

de la vénération publique ne nous doivent jamais être présentés sous des figures 

avilissantes.”56 

 The Correspondance littéraire concurred, claiming that “le peu de succès qu’a eu le 

ballet des Horaces prouve sans doute que les sujets historiques sont peu propres à ce 

genre, et peut-être même qu’il faudrait le borner aux sujets tirés de la fable et de la féerie, 

aux pastorales et à la galanterie.”57 Chénier took a similar stance in his parodic poem, 

indicating that the choice of dance as a means of expressing such a dark story might not 

have been the obvious one: 

Si le sort a choisi les trois frères romains 

Pour combattre en champ clos les trois frères albains, 

Sied-il qu’en terminant cette lutte homicide 

Du sort d’Albe et de Rome un entrechat décide? 

Non; respectez le goût: c’est ce que fait Gardel. 

Noverre, sur un art qu’il crut universel, 

Du ton le plus auguste endoctrinant l’Europe, 

Eût fait danser Joad, Phèdre et le Misanthrope.58   

Grimm concurred, noting that  

En général le genre gracieux, le genre erotique et le genre pastoral, peuvent 

fournir à la danse infiniment plus de sujets heureux que le genre héroïque, 
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pathétique ou larmoyant. La pantomime ne peut pas suivre en tout la marche 

sublime du poète; elle ne peut admettre ni des plans aussi compliqués; ni 

une intrigue aussi forte, ni des développemens aussi fins, ni des vues de 

détail aussi profondément senties.59  

 It was the performances of these ballets (and perhaps also the critical reactions to 

them) that caused Noverre to revise his ideas, not only about programs but also about 

structure and choice of subject matter. Flavia Pappacena notes that,  

It was only after the experience of Médée (1763), Hypermnestre (1764), La 

Mort d’Agamemnon (1772), and Les Horaces et les Curiaces (1774) that 

his position with respect to mime changed, as both his chosen texts and the 

structure of the ballets became more elaborate. The complexity of the 

individual scenes and the need to anchor the greater scope and heightened 

rhythm of the action and give unity to the successive tableaux, 

characterising them with coherent gestures and movements, obliged him to 

structure a vocabulary of gesture, and, as a result, to make a meticulous 

study of the individual roles, experimenting with them himself before he 

could ‘teach’ them to his dancers.*  

In fact, in the preface to Euthyme, Noverre makes two important notes regarding his view 

of the pantomime of the Ancients that had previously served as an ideal to emulate. First, 

                                                
* See Flavia Pappacena, “Noverre’s Lettres sur la danse: the inclusion of dance among the imitative arts,” 
Acting Archives Essays Review Supplement vol. 9 (April 2011), 12. One reviewer also mentions Noverre’s 
rehearsal process for Iphigénie en Aulide as it was given in 1793 at the Haymarket, indicating that “M. 
Miller semble s’être électrisé, en assistant aux répétitions données par M. Noverre, & il a peint par les sons, 
avec feut & vérité, tous les sentiments & toutes les passions que le vénérable patriarche de la danse a si 
énergiquement rendus par la pantomime.” (Review of Iphigénie au Aulide in L’Esprit des Journaux 
François et Étrangers. Par une Société de Gens-de-lettres. Vingt-Deuxième Année (May 1793), vol. 5 
(Paris: Valade; Brussels: Tutot), 353. 



 

 98 

he explains, “il faut présumer . . . que les Anciens avoient des gestes de convention,” and 

second, he indicates that the Ancients too relied on words to make their pantomimes 

easily understood.60 Working within this model, Noverre claims to have created 

successful pantomimes to accompany the dialogue in Gluck’s operas Alceste (1767), 

Paride ed Elena (1770), and Orphée et Eurydice (1762; 1774).*  

 Pantomime, which Noverre had previously regarded as the answer to expression 

in dance, he now termed an “Art au maillot qui ne balbutie que des mots mal articulés.”61 

At the same time, large numbers of his students had begun to disseminate the Noverrian 

pantomime ballet across the European continent. Among these students were Charles Le 

Picq, his first wife Anna Binetti, his second wife Gertrude Ablescherin Rossi, Domenico 

Rossi, Onorato or Antonio Viganò, and Giuseppe Derossi.† Le Picq later arranged the 

1803-04 St. Petersburg edition of Noverre’s Lettres, as well as a pension for Noverre, 

through the Tsar.62 In some cases, the ballets staged by these choreographers retained 

Noverre’s choreographic and narrative sensibility; in others, the nuances of his dramatic 

practice eluded them. Yet Noverre’s views themselves had evolved such that his late 

ballets no longer adhered to the dramatic principles set forth in the 1760 Lettres. 

 Over the course of his career, Noverre’s views changed substantially. In some 

cases, he changed his mind entirely regarding practices that he had advocated early in his 

career. In others, he simply elaborated his views adding detail; in still others, he seemed 

to be adapting them to reflect contemporary trends.  

                                                
* The ballets for the premiere in 1762 were created by Angiolini. The ballets for the 1774 revival in Paris 
were possibly created by Noverre. See Lynham, The Chevalier Noverre, 152. 
† See Philip H. Highfill, Jr., Kalman A. Burnim, and Edward A. Langhans, eds., A biographical dictionary 
of actors, actresses, musicians, dancers, managers & other stage personnel in London, 1660-1800 
(Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 15 vols. (1973-93) as well as Winter, The Pre-
Romantic Ballet. 
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 One of the most critical points in Noverre’s career, however, was the moment 

when he realized that his youthful theorizations on pantomime and dance might not work 

in practice. In the later years of his career, he began again to create divertissement ballets, 

similar to those he had denounced in his 1760 Lettres.* British audiences were surprised 

when Noverre chose to open his 1781 engagement at the Haymarket with what The 

Morning Herald and Daily Advertiser apologetically termed “dances,” and not narrative 

ballets.63  

 Although Noverre continued to produce both more serious work and 

divertissements until the end of his career, this resurgence of work in the divertissement 

style brings up a series of questions: How is ballet different from tragedy and from 

traditional theater? More specifically, how does the concept of verisimilitude shift when 

applied to ballet, rather than to the theater in general? By making ballet a subset of 

traditional theater—Noverre’s mode of arguing for its greater importance within the 

eighteenth-century theatrical world—Noverre inadvertently distinguished his new 

practice from theater as it was traditionally understood. Indeed, the tragic ballets that 

Noverre thought would be his greatest successes ultimately proved that ballet was a genre 

in and of itself; what was most successful in classical tragedy did not necessarily translate 

into movement. In other words, ballet was now less of a hybrid genre than the drame 

bourgeois, with its inclusion of both pantomime and traditional theatrical elements. The 

pervasiveness and necessity of the libretto proves this point: ballet could not function 

without a type of paratext that would have been altogether unnecessary in the traditional 

theater. Conversely, Noverre also discovered that ballet’s greatest achievements were 

                                                
* See Lynham, The Chevalier Noverre, 165-73 for a chronological list of Noverre’s ballets. See Noverre, 
Lettres sur la danse, 401-02 for the ballet master’s own list of ballets “presque dénués d’intrigue.” 



 

 100 

different from those of tragedy. Stories, it appears, needed to become either less 

complicated or more conventionalized in order for corporeal expression to become more 

dominant.   

 Despite Noverre’s increasingly streamlined view of balletic narrative and 

expression toward the end of his career, proponents of the Noverrian style staged versions 

of his ballets from the entirety of his career, especially works from the 1770s. A certain 

Monsieur Barré, for example, noted in his reprint of the libretto for L’Amour et Psyché 

that “in the absence of the Ballet-Master,” the work’s restaging was “obligingly 

undertaken by Mr. Barré, who has in no one Instance deviated from the Plan as laid down 

by Mr. Noverre.”64 Likewise, numerous Italian libretti based on ballets by Noverre 

indicate both his name and that of the ballet master responsible for remounting the 

ballet.*  

 Although one tends to focus on a ballet’s librettist and choreographer, its 

reception is another fruitful way to examine its overall impact and afterlife. The reception 

of Noverre’s works, as shown through criticism in the Correspondance littéraire, points 

not only to changes in the ballet master’s later compositions but also to increasing 

precision in the way he defined ballet. Yet the reception of his works by his students, who 

often danced in these productions, appears at times to have been quite different from their 

reception by critics. In some cases, works utterly disparaged by the press were restaged 

and welcomed as masterpieces within only a handful of years; in other cases, ballet 

masters revised works by Noverre in a way that appears to have taken account of the 

                                                
* Many others did not (especially those that altered Noverre’s scenarios) but given the propensity not to 
credit works to others or specify their provenance, I suggest that the practice of attributing Noverre’s ballets 
to their author was due to his name recognition and may have been used as a publicity strategy as well as a 
way of indicating the lineage of the ballet master responsible for a work’s restaging.  



 

 101 

critical reception of the original. It is useful, therefore, to consider works not only within 

the context of their original performance, but also alongside the restagings and imitations 

inspired by these performances, and it is for this reason that in the following chapter I 

will turn to the ways in which Noverre’s ballets were restaged in Naples, a context and 

artistic climate very different from Paris, Vienna, and even Milan.  
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Chapter 3 

The Action Ballet in Italy 

 

Pour amuser en général les Italiens, il faut quelque chose de 

grotesque; il n’y a que l’étonnant légéreté de d’Auberval qui 

pourroit leur faire aimer le gracieux de notre danse. Il y a 

cependant de bons danseurs en Italie qui la préfèrent à tout autre, 

mais ils sont obligées de l’abandonner pour plaire au plus grand 

nombre. 

—Joseph Jérôme le Français de Lalande, Voyage en Italie (1765-66) 

 

BALLET D’ACTION AND BALLO PANTOMIMO 

Although my dissertation focuses primarily on the French ballet d’action, action ballet 

developed independently in other major European dance centers during the mid- to late 

eighteenth century, with the strongest traditions appearing in England, Denmark, and 

Russia.* Due to the itinerant nature of many of the most prominent ballet masters, it is 

indeed difficult to consider one national variant of the practice without taking into 

                                                
* For an overview of the action ballet in Western Europe, see Marian Hannah Winter, The Pre-Romantic 
Ballet (London, Pitman House: 1974; New York, Dance Horizons, 1975). On Italy, see Kathleen Kuzmick 
Hansell, “Theatrical Ballet and Italian Opera,” in Opera on stage, vol. 2, eds. Lorenzo Bianconi and 
Giorgio Pestelli (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 177-308; The Grotesque Dancer on the 
Eighteenth Century Stage: Gennaro Magri and His World, eds. Rebecca Harris-Warrick and Bruce Alan 
Brown (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005); and Anthony R. DelDonna, Opera, theatrical 
culture and society in late eighteenth-century Naples (Surrey: Ashgate, 2012). On Noverre in Russia, see 
Deryck Lynham, The Chevalier Noverre: Father of Modern Ballet (London: Sylvan, 1950; Dance Books, 
2009). On Charles-Louis Didelot in Russia see Mary Grace Swift, A Loftier Flight: The Life and 
Accomplishments of Charles-Louis Didelot, Balletmaster (Middletown, C.T.: Wesleyan University Press; 
London: Pitman House, 1974).   
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account developments in other regions and states. I have chosen in this chapter to focus 

particularly on the relationship between the French ballet d’action and the Italian danza 

parlante or ballo pantomimo for two reasons. First, as I discussed in Chapter 2, Gasparo 

Angiolini (1731-1803) circulated his own independently developed and theoretically 

complex action ballet in the Italian style. Moreover, his significant theoretical writings 

allow us a glimpse into his choreographic values. Second, a large number of French and 

French-trained ballet masters disseminated ballets in the Noverrian style—diverging 

strongly from Angiolini’s values on a few key points—across Italy. The combination of 

these two factors created a unique confluence of balletic practices in several of the major 

Italian ballet centers that, through comparison with native French and Italian traditions, 

will illuminate the particularities of these national styles. In particular, this comparative 

analysis will clarify the place of the French action ballet on the wider spectrum of 

theatrical practices. I do not attempt to undertake a full study of the ballo pantomimo 

here, but rather to analyze the work of Charles Le Picq, one French ballet master among 

many working in the Italian peninsula during this period. 

 Any comparative study of the French and Italian action ballet traditions must 

begin with the relationship between Noverre and Angiolini. To briefly summarize 

Angiolini’s background, the ballet master received his formative training from the 

Austrian ballet master Franz Hilverding (van Wewen) (1710-1768). In the 1740s and 

1750s, working at both Vienna’s Kärntnertor Theater and Burgtheater, Hilverding had, 

Angiolini claimed, pioneered the ballet d’action.1 Angiolini began working under 

Hilverding in Vienna in 1752 and was exposed there to his new approach to ballet. 

Angiolini’s “ballets were strongly influenced by Hilverding’s theories of the ballet 
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d’action though he developed his own choreographic idiom which attempted an 

unusually (for the time) close synthesis between music and dance.”2 Angiolini regarded 

his mentor as the true creator of the action ballet, and when Noverre appeared to ignore 

Hilverding’s accomplishments, Angiolini took it as an affront and reacted angrily by 

criticizing not only Noverre’s self-declared importance but also the tenets of the 

Noverrian ballet d’action. Thus began the antagonistic relationship between the era’s 

most famous French and Italian ballet masters.  

 Initially, Noverre and Angiolini had agreed on many aspects of the action ballet. 

Hansell notes that after the early stages of his career, however, Angiolini’s ideas diverged 

from Noverre’s to embrace native Italian traditions.3 Angiolini initially argued that 

“theory surpassed practice, because. . . reading taught me more than experience.”* He 

disapproved of Noverre’s rejection of the theatrical unities and his use of written 

programs to explain his ballets and believed that an action ballet ought to stand on its 

own without the aid of additional texts or rules.† Yet even across Italy, opinions on the 

action ballet differed. Hansell points to a wide spectrum of innovative ballets outside of 

the major choreographic centers, emphasizing “the new importance of pantomime actions 

with coherent plots” and specifying that “the changes came about gradually and within 

the overall context of a traditional style of dancing.”4 Local preference too played a role 

in the development of these variants.  
                                                
* “La teorica sorpassava la pratica, perché . . . la lettura m’avea più insegnato, che l’esperienza.” (Gasparo 
Angiolini, “Lettere a Monsieur Noverre sopra i balli pantomimi,” in Il ballo pantomimo: Lettere, saggi e 
libelli sulla danza [1773-1785], ed. Carmela Lombardi [Turin: G.B. Paravia Scriptorium, 1998], 54). 
Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own. 
† See Chapter 2, p. 87. Englishman Sharp, during his travels to Naples, remarked that it was rare for 
audience members in the parterre to use a “wax light” to read their programs, although the majority of 
those spectators with boxes chose to illuminate them with a few candles. (Samuel Sharp, Letters from Italy, 
describing the customs and manners of that country in the Years 1765, and 1766, 3rd edition [London: 
Henry and Cave, n.d.], 90).  
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Indeed, because local traditions affected the ways in which ballets were presented, 

it is difficult to speak generally about Italian ballet traditions during this era. Regarding 

nineteenth-century Italian ballet, Debra H. Sowell observes that “The lack of national 

unity and the resulting decentralization of the arts resulted in a complex web of 

performance activity in which a widespread network of opera houses included ballet in 

their programming,” but such a statement applies equally well to the eighteenth century.5 

In Naples, for instance, Charles III ordered the replacement of sung intermezzi with 

ballets in 1741, and by mid-century this practice had become the standard.6 This created a 

strong, and in some ways independent, ballet tradition in Naples. Likewise, later in the 

century, preference for French or Italian styles of ballet d’action resulted in the 

emergence of distinctive traditions in Naples and Milan, two of the major operatic 

capitals with royal theaters. At the same time, the itinerant nature of the dance profession 

encouraged the circulation of ideas as ballet masters traveled from theater to theater. 

Because of Italy’s multiple political units, many cities enjoyed the status of “capital.”7 As 

opera houses engaged ballet masters grounded in varying regional styles (or sometimes a 

series of ballet masters from different traditions), each city developed its own unique 

balletic character. 

In order to examine the exchange of ideas that occurred in Italian opera houses, it 

is first necessary to consider in detail how traditions varied in each major cultural center. 

For this analysis, I will focus on Naples and Milan, the site of the two most prominent 

operas houses with sharply contrasting styles. These cities were also the site of the two 

major polemics on style. Milan was where Noverre and Angiolini’s conflict (discussed in 

Chapter 2) took place, whereas in Naples, the debate focused on the merits of the ballet 
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d’action versus the danza alta or ballo grottesco, a native Italian tradition emphasizing 

acrobatic dance elements that was negatively viewed by proponents of the French style. 

Grotesque dance, as elucidated by Gennaro Magri (to whom I will shortly return), was 

based on a wide range of dance vocabulary, strongly rooted in the French tradition (and 

using Italianized French terminology) but also including jumps of “great height” and 

other movements on a “grand scale.”* Grotesque dance might be used to represent comic 

and pastoral themes, but, even beyond these genres, “the grottesco’s technique underlay 

all of Italian-style ballet.”8 

Within the generic hierarchy of Italian ballet, as its French counterpart, grotesque 

dance fell below both the slow, grounded heroic dances performed by the ballante serio 

(the Italian equivalent of the danseur noble) and the quicker, sometimes comic mezzo 

carattere dances (analogous to the demi-caractère, which fell in the middle of the generic 

spectrum). During the heyday of the ballet d’action in France, grotesque dance appears 

not to have been as popular as the genre was in Italy, nor did the technique’s acrobatic 

elements permeate other genres of dancing. During the last decades of the eighteenth 

century, for example, a grotesque dancer such as Magri could not have held a post as 

ballet master at the Paris Opéra as he did at the Teatro San Carlo. In other words, 

although the ballo grottesco and the danse grotesque were analogous forms within the 

genre system of theatrical dancing, grotesque dance remained a part of even the high art 

dance performance in Italy.   

Due to the narrative character of the action ballet, it is also necessary to consider 

these genres within the hierarchy of genres in the traditional theater. (The term “genre” is 
                                                
* Gennaro Magri, Theoretical and practical treatise on dancing, trans. Mary Skeaping with Irmgard Berry 
(London: Dance Books, 1988), 165, 76. See also Rebecca Harris-Warrick, “Introduction,” in The 
Grotesque Dancer on the Eighteenth-Century Stage.  
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a bit misleading in ballet, for multiple genres of dancing were typically used within a 

single ballet whereas this was not the case in the dramatic theater.) High classical theater 

was at the top of the spectrum, representing the discursive counterpart of the danse noble. 

At the bottom were the types of performances on view at boulevard theaters. In the 

middle was Diderot’s ideal, the drame bourgeois, but the related genre of comédie 

larmoyante would have been closer to the demi-caractère. Within the hierarchy of 

traditional theater, nonverbal expression played the most prominent role in the wide 

range of performance genres shown at the fair and boulevard theaters, although 

pantomime played a role too in the drame bourgeois. Indeed, broadly speaking in the 

French theater, the higher the genre, the less the need for expressive physicality. In dance, 

a similar paradigm is visible: the higher the genre, the more discursive content a 

performer had to convey. A dancer portraying a god or a title character in a heroic ballet, 

for example, would be required to carry its narrative through acting.  

In France, Noverre had criticized grotesque dance on the grounds that it could not 

“say anything”: 

La danse sérieuse & héroïque porte en soi le caractere de la Tragédie. La 

mixte ou demi-sérieuse, que l’on nomme communément demi-caractere, 

celui de la Comédie noble, autrement dit le haut-comique. La Danse 

grotesque, que l’on appelle improprement Pantomime puisqu’elle ne dit 

rien, emprunte ses traits de la Comédie d’un genre comique, gai & 

plaisant.9 

Without discursive power, there was little room for grotesque dance in the French action 

ballet. Noverre also implied that the high jumps of the grotteschi did not represent an 
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object worthy of emulation: 

L’ambition de cabrioler ne mene à rien. Un bouffon arrive d’Italie: sur le 

champ le Peuple dansant veut imiter ce Sauteur en liberté; les plus foibles 

sont toujours ceux qui font les plus grands efforts pour l’égaler & même 

pour le surpasser; on diroit à voir gigotter nos Danseurs, qu’ils sont 

atteints d’une maladie qui demande pour être guérie de grands sauts, 

d’énormes gambades. Je crois voir, Monsieur, la grenouille de la Fable: 

elle creve en faisant des efforts pour s’enfler, & les Danseurs se rompent 

& s’estropient en voulant imiter l’Italien fort & nerveux.10  

This condemnation is emblematic of the debate that would play out in Naples at the end 

of the eighteenth century. 

Indeed, this debate cannot be explained solely as the result of factions in favor of 

each national style. The Neapolitan debate included several overlapping dichotomies: 

virtuosity and mime, Italian expressiveness and the comparatively understated French 

style, and heroic and comic subjects. In practice, however, these dichotomies were not 

always observed. Instead, it appears that in some cases the acrobatic techniques of the 

grotteschi commingled with French ballet d’action traditions to create a distinctly Italian 

form of Noverrian ballet. Additionally, these debates fostered a long-term discourse on 

the merits of specific balletic practices and choices of subject matter, which fit, even 

more clearly than Noverre and Angiolini’s exchange of letters, into the larger context of 

the debate concerning Enlightenment theatrical values.  

 

CHARLES LE PICQ IN NAPLES 

Noverre’s style was disseminated in Italy by a group of his former students, including 
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Charles Le Picq, Sébastien Gallet, and Jean Dauberval, best known for his ballet La Fille 

mal gardée (1789). Indeed, Le Picq (1744-1806), a “devoted disciple” 11 of Noverre, 

known as “Apollon de la danse,”12 spent much of his career restaging Noverre’s works 

throughout Italy, including a long stint in Naples in the 1770s. Le Picq first made contact 

with Noverre and his style in Stuttgart, where he performed from 1760 until 1767, 

receiving “special instruction by Noverre in ‘Serieux-Tanzen’”13 and creating the 

principal male role in Noverre’s Jason et Médée in 1763. Le Picq moved to Vienna with 

Noverre in 1767, but left in 1769 to work as a ballet master in Padua. Until 1773, when 

he departed for Naples, he worked primarily at Venice’s San Benedetto Theater and the 

Regio Ducal Theater in Milan.  

 In Naples, Le Picq succeeded the Italian ballet master Gaetano Grossatesta (c. 

1700-c.1775) at the Teatro San Carlo. Although dance historian Gloria Giordano notes 

that it would be “premature to see Grossatesta as a forerunner of certain subjects or of a 

new choreographic style,” she also points to numerous ways in which he prepared 

audiences at the San Carlo and in Naples generally for the arrival of a ballet master so 

steeped in Noverrian modes of choreography.14 Grossatesta, Giordano recounts, brought 

in choreographers to satisfy audiences’ “budding taste for the ballet d’action,” including 

Giuseppe (Portugallo) Salamoni, a student of Hilverding, and another “promoter of 

pantomime dancing,” Onorato Viganò.15 He also engaged dancers familiar with Le Picq’s 

pantomime style, including Antoine Pitrot, who had also worked under Hilverding.16 At 

the same time, Grossatesta continued to honor local traditions, engaging the famous 

grotesque dancer Gennaro (Gennariello) Magri from 1768-69 as “first soloist” [in 
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grotesque dance].* A specialist in the acrobatic style, Magri performed as well as created 

ballets at the San Carlo. Dance historian Salvatore Bongiovanni explains that Magri’s 

hiring “was a way of containing and balancing the impact of Le Picq’s innovations, 

which not all Neapolitan audience members were prepared to accept.”17  

 Le Picq arrived in Naples in 1772 for a performance of Orfeo e Euridice given at 

the house of the Duke of Arcos. Over the next decade he restaged Noverre’s ballets 

Renaud et Armide (1773), Adele de Ponthieu (1774), Médée et Jason (1775), Les 

Horaces et les Curiaces (1776), Alexandre et Campaspe (1777), Agamemnon vengé 

(1778), and Les amours d’Enée et Didon, ou Didon abandonnée (1781). He also created 

his own body of work in the ballet d’action style and collaborated with the composer 

Martín y Soler. Le Picq left Naples in November 1781 for London and subsequently St. 

Petersburg, where he ended his career as Director of the Imperial Ballet. Because of the 

changes implemented during Le Picq’s Neapolitan period, the primary focus of this 

chapter, the Teatro San Carlo became a central location for the presentation of the 

Noverrian ballet d’action in the last third of the eighteenth century.18 Indeed, 

musicologist Anthony R. DelDonna refers to Le Picq as “the single most influential 

figure for the rising prestige of the Neapolitan ballet d’action (and the synthesis of 

French ideas).”19 The rise of the French style of pantomime ballet resulted in a drop in 

prestige for local dance traditions, however, and the presentation of mythical and heroic 

ballets in the Noverrian style as “primi balli” relegated Magri’s acrobatic character 

dances to “balli secondi.”20  

 Indeed, by the end of the eighteenth century, Naples had become a veritable 

Noverrian stronghold. In 1778, Domenico Rossi began preparing an Italian translation of 
                                                
* “Primo grottesco fuori concerti” (ASN, Casa Reale Antica, box 965). 
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the Lettres sur la danse (although it was never published).21 Angiolini, the Italian dance 

scholar Jose Sasportes notes, was never invited to Naples, unlike other famous northern 

Italian ballet masters such as Vincenzo Galeotti and Antonio Muzzarelli.22 Le Picq 

benefited from the vogue for all things French, especially in the theater. Nonetheless, the 

presence of Magri and other dancers working in the grotesque style affected the style of 

the Neapolitan ballet d’action and created room for debate not just around styles of ballet 

d’action but concerning whether the practice should indeed have existed at all.  

 

THE DANZA ALTA  

Broadly speaking, eighteenth-century Italian dance was based on a combination of 

acrobatics, virtuoso technique, and mime.23 In other words, the large movements and 

jumps, full outward rotation of the legs, and high extensions characteristic of grotesque 

dance were also sometimes visible in performances of other dance genres in Italy. Due to 

the preferences of Noverre and other ballet masters (often working with dancers they had 

trained themselves in the heroic style), the imported French action ballet initially did not 

mix with these native Italian traditions. By the end of the century, however, French and 

Italian dance traditions appear to have coexisted on the same stages and even 

commingled, linking Italian virtuosity with French narrative style.  

 For Noverre, virtuosity and expression were incompatible. The execution of 

difficult steps would result in “autant de grimaces & de contorsions qu[e] . . . de pas 

difficiles.”24 These “grimaces” and “contorsions” would in turn result in a dance “privée 

des graces & de la noblesse qui sont les qualités sans lesquelles la Danse ne peut 

plaire.”25 Stemming from this idea, Noverre argued that performance based on virtuosity 
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without expression would “frapper les yeux sans toucher le cœur.”26  

In the Italian context, however, acrobatic corporeal performance enjoyed a long 

history: the commedia dell’arte influenced a wide variety of theatrical genres. Italian 

dance historian Giannandrea Poesio notes that “Many rules, principles and conventions 

stemming from the Commedia tradition survived long after its decline, being assimilated 

into drama, opera, and ballet.”27 Indeed, Angiolini bitterly commented on the presence of 

gesture-based lazzi in ballets of this period.28 In Italian ballet, then, virtuosity was not 

linked to a heroic body, but a comedic one, which would explain Angiolini’s distaste for 

lazzi in ballets. 

 Yet grotesque dancers demonstrated a breadth of technical knowledge that 

extended beyond corporeal feats. Magri’s Trattato teorico-prattico di ballo (1779) is a 

critical source for the modern researcher of grotesque dance. In his treatise, Magri 

described the jumps and difficult acrobatic feats performed by grotesque dancers that, 

even before its publication, had caused the unknown critic Francesco Sgai to criticize 

Magri’s work and the dance technique that he practiced. Yet Magri’s treatise was not 

limited to grotesque dance but revealed just how the style embraced and absorbed other 

techniques. According to Rebecca Harris-Warrick, Magri “appears to be very open-

minded and even quotes approvingly some passages of Noverre’s famous Lettres sur la 

danse.”29 Indeed, Magri even addressed the differences between the types of steps 

performed by the grotesque dancer and those in Noverre’s ballets: 

The pas de bourrée fallito was much used by the celebrated M. de 

Noverre. With this step he facilitated and embellished the movement of 

taking a capriole, which formerly used to be taken with a demi-coupé, 
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with a demi-sissonne, or else with a brisé. In my opinion, however, the 

use of this step belongs to the Ballerini seri, or the mezzo carattere, not 

having need of much elasticity; but the Ballerino Grotesco [sic] cannot 

make any use of it, being that the pas de bourrée fallito is extremely dry, 

and therefore it would not be a very good preparation for a capriole.30 

Magri’s explication of the reason why grotesque dancers do not use the pas de bourrée 

fallito demonstrates a detailed knowledge of the danse noble’s stylistic elements within 

the broader context of other theatrical dance practices. He continues, “On the contrary 

then, the pas brisé added to a demi-sissonne gives another preparation for the jump, and 

with it much spring is acquired and it is easier to repeat the jump.”31 Grotesque technique 

was built on the same theatrical dance training used by practitioners of the danse noble, 

but with the integration of other elements. In this example, Magri’s choice of preparation 

is given with the goal of repeating the jump (a choice that a performer of the danse noble 

would likely not make). 

 Although these styles coexisted with one another, however, their differences were 

cause for conflict. Indeed, despite the fact that both heroic and grotesque dances were 

often presented in a single evening in Naples (the serious ballet occurring in the first 

intermezzo and the grotesque in the second), critics angrily took sides, stressing one or 

the other’s superiority. In his treatise, Dell’opera in musica (1772) the Neapolitan 

Antonio Planelli (1737-1803) argued strongly in favor of the Noverrian style, explaining 

that “Only the basse danse [i.e. terre à terre dancing] belongs to the high arts” and that 

“the ballo alto should never enter into theatrical dance.”* Planelli demonstrated a deep 

                                                
* “la sola Danza Bassa appartiene alle Belle Arti;” “nel Ballo Teatrale non deve entrar mai il Ballo Alto.” 
(Antonio Planelli, Dell’opera in musica [Naples: Donato Campo, 1772], 211, 225).  
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knowledge of French traditions and argued that there was no place for a ballo “buffonico” 

in a serious story.32 Planelli’s criticism was based on a concern for verisimilitude but also 

for the greater performance structure; like the French, he argued that ballets should be 

placed within the acts of an opera, rather than between them.33 Planelli’s text overflows 

with quotes from Noverre, but as DelDonna explains, “it is through these citations that 

Planelli moves toward his own conclusion. Ultimately, it is only the bassa danza that can 

‘d’esprimere i costumi e le passioni degli uomini’” (describe the customs and passions of 

men).34 Moreover, the fact that Planelli published his treatise in Naples just as the action 

ballet was coming into favor meant that he needed to contextualize the new tradition 

within Italian dance practices, even if it meant, in this case, arguing against the customs 

of his native land. 

 Writing from within this context, Planelli defines the action ballet in terms of its 

relationship to the danza bassa. “Danza alta is that,” he explains, “in which the dancer, 

rises from the ground as much as he can with both his feet. Danza bassa is that in which 

he supports both his feet on the ground, or at least one.”* Unlike the dancers steeped in 

the French danse noble to whom Noverre wrote when he urged the reader of his Lettres 

to abandon the academic dance positions entirely, Planelli’s treatise appears to have been 

directed toward a public intimately familiar with acrobatic dance. Many of these readers 

and dancers, Planelli’s treatise implies, were unwilling to embrace a fully French manner 

of creating ballets. In view of his public’s opinions, Planelli urged readers to consider that 

acrobatic dance did not possess the means to fully express the passions in a dramatic 

manner: “Pilades, Bathyllus, Hylas, and those other famous dancers who were so beloved 
                                                
* “Danza Alta à quella. . . che a il Ballerino, elevandosi da terra quanto più può con ambi i piedi. Danza 
Bassa è quella, ch’egli fa, appogiando a terra tutteddue i piedi, o uno almeno.” (Planelli, Dell’opera in 
musica, 211). 
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by the delicate Court of Augustus,” he explained, “did not immortalize their names by 

leaping through the air and weaving cabrioles, but through marvelously expressing the 

human passions with dance.”* High jumps, in other words, were not a means of 

expression.  

 Although Planelli espoused the Noverrian ideal, however, many Italians preferred 

their homegrown style, and most were well accustomed to it. Indeed, when confronted 

with the comparatively understated French style, they failed to recognize it as dance. As 

the Abbé Galiani recounts in a letter to Madame d’Epinay, describing Le Picq’s debut 

performance in Naples, Le Picq “a pensé être sifflé au commencement. Les Napolitains 

ne s’apercevaient qu’il dansât, dans un aussi énorme et monstrueux théâtre que le nôtre, 

puisqu’il ne sautait point.”35 To Italian audiences, French dance looked like theater.  

Numerous critical and historical sources, often written by international travelers, 

point to differences between the French and Italian styles of dancing that would not be 

apparent through a reading of libretti. Ange Goudar, introduced in Chapter 2 and to 

whom I will return shortly, preferred the grotesque over the serious style and referred to 

Le Picq as “un être de raison mort pour la nature,” and Viganò—performing as a 

grottesco—as a “tableau vivant.”36 Contemporary music historian Charles Burney also 

commented on the Italians’ preference for “lively” dances and recounted an evening’s 

performance in which the two saltatori “gained more applause than all the rest” with their 

“surprising activity.”37 Finally, Joseph Jérôme Le Français de Lalande remarked that “les 

Italiens n’ont de goût que pour la danse haute & pantomime, qui est accompagnée de pas 

extraordinaires, de contorsions & de tours de force.”38 
                                                
* “Pilade, Batillo, Ila, e quegli altri famosi Danzatori, che furono sì cari alla colta, e dilicata Corte 
d’Augusto, non immortalarono i loro nomi spiccando salti, e intrecciando cavriole, ma sì rendendosi 
maravigliosi nell’esprimere colla Danza le umane passioni.” (Planelli, Dell’opera in musica, 226). 
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 Despite the differences foreigners perceived between the danza alta and their own 

national balletic styles, the genre was not strictly segregated from other styles of dance. 

Hansell observes that, in addition to existing as a fully independent genre, the danza alta 

infiltrated other styles of Italian dancing so that in Italy, virtuoso dancing “remained a 

constant throughout the eighteenth century and beyond.”39 Indeed, it was so omnipresent 

that even the self-proclaimed creator of the ballet d’action could not avoid it. As Hansell 

notes, during Noverre’s last autumn season in Italy, he included three grotesque dancers 

in his cast.40  

 These differences permeated not only styles of dance performed, but also balletic 

structure. Because of longstanding traditions of commedia dell’arte and physical comedy, 

many Italian ballets differed structurally from their French counterparts—and this 

difference applied equally well to the balli seri and to comedic ballets. Unlike the 

Noverrian style in which pantomime and dancing were segregated from one another, 

Hansell indicates that in Italy “pantomime action remained firmly coupled to dance and 

was expressed by the whole body in motion,” even in the cases in which serious themes 

were represented.* 

 

ALESSANDRO E CAMPASPE IN NAPLES 

A loyal adherent to his teacher’s principles, Le Picq restaged Noverre’s ballets across 

Western Europe and Russia during the course of his career. Notably, he chose to remount 

Noverre’s Alexandre et Campaspe in May 1777 at Naples’ Teatro di San Carlo. To 

briefly recount the ballet’s performance history: Noverre premiered the work in 1773 in 

                                                
* Hansell, “Theatrical Ballet,” 206. Hansell supports this claim using Giovanni-Andrea Gallini’s A Treatise 
on the Art of Dancing (1772).  
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Vienna under the title Alexandre et Campaspe de Larisse, ou le Triomphe d’Alexandre 

sur soi-même, to music by Franz Aspelmayr, and restaged it in Milan the following year.*  

 By the time Noverre presented Alexandre et Campaspe in Vienna for the first time, 

Le Picq had already established himself in Naples, and it is thus unlikely that he attended 

either the opening or the subsequent performances the following year in Milan. Le Picq, 

however, performed in Paris in November 1776, appearing in Noverre’s ballet Les 

Caprices de Galathée, for which the Correspondance littéraire praised his grace, 

lightness, and demi-caractère movement, and remarked upon the loss to Paris when Le 

Picq left for Italy.41 It appears as well that Le Picq must have first attended or performed 

in the ballet in Paris in its new, revised version in October 1776.† The Opéra had 

presented Apelles et Campaspe, ou la générosité d’Alexandre, Noverre’s new version of 

the ballet, the previous month, and Le Picq was likely present at least to attend its 

performance, even if he did not actually appear in the production.  

 Noverre’s Parisian version of the ballet commenced with a scene in which Apelles 

added finishing touches to a portrait of Alexander in the company of his students, 

costumed as cupids and zephyrs, and his female models, disguised as graces. Alexander 

arrives with military pomp, accompanied by a corps of warriors and women of the court, 

flanked by his mistress, Campaspe, and his favorite, Hephaestion. After Apelles shows 

Alexander a series of paintings, Alexander decides that Apelles should paint Campaspe’s 

portrait, and lifts her veil. Apelles, having never seen anything so beautiful, is shocked 

and astonished. Campaspe joins the artist’s models in dance.  
                                                
* See Chapter 2, p. 94-95. 
† Le Picq was in Paris at the time of the ballet’s premiere. A cast list for Alexandre is not extant, nor does 
the Correspondance littéraire mention that he was part of the performance. Messieurs Vestris and Gardel 
and Mesdemoiselles Guimard, Heinel, & Dorival appeared in the principal roles. (Mercure de France, 
December 1776, 170). 
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 Meanwhile, Alexander’s wife Roxana arrives looking for Alexander and 

Campaspe. She asks Alexander to pardon a Persian couple from the family of Darius; he 

agrees and removes their chains, and the ensemble dances in celebration of Alexander’s 

benevolence. When this is over, Apelles returns to his preparations for painting 

Campaspe, arranging groups of nymphs around her. He decides first to paint her as the 

goddess Hebe, but changes his mind several times, finally settling on representing her as 

Venus. As soon as he starts to sketch, however, his nervousness causes his pencils to slip 

from his hand. The canvas breaks. Apelles decides to confess his love to Campaspe. 

Rather than shock, she reacts with happiness and promises Apelles that his love and her 

liberty are worth more to her than Alexander’s throne.  

 In the meantime, Roxana has entered the room, unbeknownst to the painter and his 

new love. She hears Campaspe’s unfaithful words and reacts joyfully to the news that she 

will no longer have to concern herself with her rival. As she exits the stage, she makes it 

clear to the audience that she plans to unveil Campaspe’s deceit to Alexander. Yet not 

only Roxana has been privy to Campaspe’s declaration; Alexander and Hephaestion too 

have arrived in time to hear Campaspe’s vow. Alexander expresses his bitterness while 

Hephaestion consoles him. Campaspe faints. Roxana arrives amid the chaos and throws 

herself into Alexander’s arms. Alexander decides to pardon Apelles and Campaspe. In 

the ballet’s second act, Alexander marries the couple and crowns Roxana queen. A danse 

générale follows, and the ballet concludes. 

 Le Picq’s version begins not in Apelles’ studio but in Alexander’s garden, where 

officials in Alexander’s service dance with damsels, applauding the love that Campaspe 

and Alexander share. Meanwhile, Roxana appears, jealous at seeing her husband in the 
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arms of another. Alexander explains that both women are dear to his heart. Roxana does 

not accept this declaration and swears vengeance. Alexander, unaffected by Roxana’s 

distress, decides that Campaspe and the young women ought to accompany him to see his 

portrait in Apelles’ studio. Meanwhile, Apelles, in his studio, adds the final brushstrokes 

to his painting of Alexander, just in time for the prince to arrive to the sound of military 

instruments. Alexander is so pleased with his portrait, and those of a series of women 

hanging in Apelles’ studio, that he decides to have Campaspe painted as well. From here, 

the ballet continues as it does in Noverre’s version, terminating with Apelles’ and 

Campaspe’s marriage in Alexander’s palace and the crowning of Roxana.  

 Angiolini had critiqued the Milanese version of Noverre’s ballet on the basis that 

“the program promises three quarters of the time in action and the other quarter in dance. 

It is entirely the opposite; you will find three quarters occupied with dancing and the 

other quarter with action.”* In Angiolini’s opinion, the ballet was too episodic, and he 

found the scene in which Campaspe was dressed and posed in various costumes long and 

boring. Interesting group scenes, Angiolini, contended, arose directly from the ballet’s 

action, not from the interrupting of it. After some revisions to the libretto and a change of 

musical score, Noverre’s Parisian version of the ballet premiered to mixed reviews, a 

surprise given the success of Médée et Jason. Bachaumont explained that Noverre had 

improved the ballet since its previous version by making it shorter.42 The 

Correspondance littéraire appraised its difficulties as being still a matter of the ballet’s 

length, and explained that Noverre might have avoided much of the criticism he received 

                                                
* “Il programma promette tre quarti del tempo in azione, un altro quarto nel ballo. Tutto all’opposto; trovate 
tre quarti occupato dal ballo, un altro quarto dall’azione” (Gasparo Angiolini, “Due lettere scritte a diversi 
soggetti,” in Il ballo pantomimo: Lettere, saggi e libelli sulla danza [1773-1785], ed. Carmela Lombardi 
[Turin: G.B. Paravia Scriptorium, 1998], 90). 
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“s’il eût resserré davantage la marche de son action, et s’il se fût contenté d’en faire un 

seul acte.”43 At the same time, the review also criticized the lack of realistic décor, 

explaining that “la galerie de tableaux ne ressemble à rien, et toute la décoration manque 

également de goût et de vérité.”44 The Mercure de France, in contrast, declared that there 

existed “rien de plus ingénieux que ce ballet, rien de mieux composé & de plus propre à 

la danse pantomime.”45 The Mercure praised Noverre’s choice of various poses for 

Campaspe, the tableaux formed by the groups, and the different passions and sentiments 

expressed by the dancers to create a picturesque composition. The Mercure’s only 

criticism was that the crowning of Roxana at the end of the ballet is in fact a “double 

action,” unrelated to the loves of Apelles and Campaspe that comprised the ballet’s 

central plot.46  

 In Naples, Le Picq’s version of the ballet received a lukewarm response. Discussing 

the ballets that accompanied the opera Ricimero, of which Alessandro was one, the critic 

remarked that “Monsieur Le Picq’s dances are poetic, but not interesting; and it is true, 

however, that the aforementioned professor acquired new ease in his profession after 

returning from Paris.”*  

 

ANGE GOUDAR, DETRACTOR OF THE BALLET D’ACTION  

Although most critics sided with the ballet d’action, whether French or Italian, one in 

particular placed the ballo grottesco above the genre of action ballet. Ange Goudar, an 

anti-Noverrian (and equally anti-Angiolinian) critic of the ballet d’action, traveled 

through Italy with his wife Sara in the 1760s and 1770s. In 1773, he published a 
                                                
* “I balli di Sig. Le Picq sono poetici, ma non interessanti; e ben vero però che il detto Professore ha 
acquistata nuov scioltezza nella sua professione, dopo esser tornato di Parigi” (Gazzetta universale, o 
sieno: notizie istoriche, politiche, di scienze, arti, agricolture, ec. vol. 4, [Florence: n.p., 1777], 373). 
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commentary on opera and ballet, De Venise—Remarques sur la musique & sur la Danse 

ou Lettre de Mr G à Milord Pembroke, which was published in 1774 in a volume 

published under Sara’s name, although his contemporaries were aware of the fact that the 

volume was written by Ange.47  

Goudar added an entirely new perspective to the debate started by Noverre and 

Angiolini. He asked, was the heroic action ballet an artistic ideal to be aspired to? Rather 

than absorbing himself in the details of the genre, as Noverre and Angiolini had done, 

Goudar criticized the genre as a whole, explaining that the choice of subject matter was 

simply inappropriate for dance. Yet Goudar espoused an entirely different view of the 

theater, one that may, in fact, align more closely with Diderot’s view than Noverre would 

ever have imagined. Goudar, Hansell indicates, “would seem to be the lone contemporary 

critic who discussed the ballet commanded by a royal patron for a court audience as 

opposed to a ballet performed before the general public.”48 This is one major reason why 

he considered the subject matter inappropriate. “En un mot,” Goudar argued, “l’Auteur 

qui se destine au théâtre, doit avoir en vue le public & non une partie du public. La scene 

est un rendez-vous général, & son point une Académie particulière.”49  

Mythological and historical subjects, Goudar argued, were inappropriate for 

representation in dance for several reasons. First, he explained, they did not present their 

subjects in an accurate manner. Recounting the ballet that followed Angiolini’s Didone 

abbandonata shown at Venice’s Teatro San Benedetto during Carnival of 1773, he 

remarked  

Je fus scandalisée de voir, dans le seconde ballet, paroître Henri IV au 

milieu d’une troupe de figurants, sauter & cabrioler comme un baladin. Je 
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fus surprise, dis-je, de voir ce grand Roi, fait pour honorer le 

gouvernement d’une nation célébré pendant sa vie, divertir par des 

grimaces & des contorsions le parterre de Venise après sa mort. Je 

m’attendois de voir paroître aussi le Duc de Sully, qui seul pouvoit faire 

un pas de deux avec Henri; cet homme grave, ce Ministre integre, qui ne 

fit jamais un faux pas dans le gouvernement: mais il y a apparence que le 

maître de ballet ne le connoissoit pas, & qu’il échappa par-là à cette 

pantomime royale.50  

This performance was problematic for two reasons. First, Goudar explained, audience 

members might misinterpret the scene and believe it to be historically accurate, in other 

words, believe that Henri IV spent his days gallivanting around like a character from the 

commedia. The heroic style should not include “grimaces” and “contorsions.” Yet 

Goudar also called attention to the skill level necessary to attain such a level of 

performance. Indeed, he continued, since Henri IV was not known to have been a 

talented dancer, it would not be correct to represent him as such, lest we provoke claims 

such as the one made by the gullible Italian seated near him, who exclaimed that he did 

not know that the king was “un così bravo ballerino” (such a good dancer).51 Second, 

Goudar explained, serious subjects should not be presented through dance.* “On ne doit 

pas faire danser les Dieux, les Rois & les Héros,” he explained. “Ces objets de la 

vénération publique ne nous doivent jamais être présentés sous des figures avilissantes.”52 

Contrary to Goudar’s point of view, however, promoters of the action ballet (whether 

French or Italian) would have found dancing less “avilissant.” Dancers performing in the 

heroic style would have been recognized as embodying aristocratic performance. The 
                                                
* See Chapter 2, p. 79. 
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problem with Goudar’s criticism of action ballet is that although he advocates the high 

jumps of the grotteschi rather than the stately dances of the danseur noble, he criticizes 

the heroic roles performed by the danseur noble: to French audiences, a danseur noble 

would only have been considered “avilissant” were he to perform dances in the style that 

Goudar preferred.  

The representation of high subject matter was not the only problem Goudar found 

with the action ballet. Another issue with heroic subjects was the difficulty they presented 

in explanation without words. Goudar claimed that distributing ballet programs was 

analogous to a painter handing glasses to those who wished to see his paintings.53 

Programs presented an unnecessary obstacle to the art form, but besides that, Goudar 

argued, the narrative needed to be more clearly performed through movement. In the 

current state, he complained, “Celui qui ne sauroit son histoire que par cette danse, la 

sauroit très-mal.”54 Ballet masters should not, in his opinion, present complicated heroic 

narrative through dance simply because, “Pour un geste qui rend bien, il est cent paroles 

qui rendent mieux.”55  

Indeed, Goudar argued in favor of grotesque dance because of its capacity to 

convincingly present less serious subjects familiar to audiences, and it did not require 

programs in order to do so. “Il n’y a personne qui ne se soit trouvé à la fête d’un village,” 

he noted, “& qui n’ait vu danser des villageois ou des paysans; mais il n’y a aucun de 

nous qui ait assisté aux fêtes de l’hymen, & qui ait jamais vu cabrioler Jason & Medée.”56 

In many ways, the type of dance he advocates is one that might align closely with 

Diderot’s theatrical reforms regarding genre, indeed, even more closely than Noverre on 

this point. Noverre’s reforms were based on the mingling of high and low genres: stories 
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from the classical theater, choreography based on the technique of the danse noble and 

the demi-caractère (despite his call to abandon academic dance), and pantomime drawn 

in the immediate past from the fairground theaters. Goudar’s ideal ballet, however, would 

hardly have relied on elevated genres at all. Instead, he proposed the use of stories that 

evoked village life in both familiar and exotic cultures and dance based on the technique 

of the grotteschi.  

Returning to Diderot, recall that he had argued for the drame bourgeois, a genre 

midway between tragedy and comedy, in which serious affairs could be discussed but 

characters were not limited to those of high social standing.57 Taking Diderot’s proposal 

to an extreme, however, Goudar argued for a complete reversal of Noverre’s choice of 

subject material, explaining that “s’il relie quelque chose de vrai dans la pantomime 

moderne, c’est dans le bon grotesque, parce qu’il nous présente des tableaux que nous 

connoissons, au lieu que l’héroïque nous offre des images que nous ignorons.58  

Goudar reasoned that on this basis, rather than historical or mythological subjects, 

the English, French, and Italian comic theaters might provide more appropriate topics for 

adaptation in dance.59 Within these topics, he proposed it would be preferable to 

represent Chinese, Tartars, Indians, and peoples of other continents rather than the 

Europeans typically shown in ballet. Such an approach, he suggested, might educate the 

audience about global traditions. Because these dances of local color were significantly 

different from contemporary theatrical dance, Goudar continued, they might be 

recognized through their physical characterization as well as their costumes.*  

                                                
* [Ange Goudar], Second Letter in Œuvres mêlées de Madame Sara Goudar, Angloise, Tome Second, 
Remarques sur la musique italienne & sur la danse à Milord Pembroke (Amsterdam, [n.p.]: 1777), 59. 
Magri also references the goal of including dances from African, Asian, and American nations into his 
performances. (Magri, Theoretical and practical treatise on dancing, 55.) 
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Studied from within the context of the multiple, national hierarchies of theatrical 

and dance genres, it is possible to analyze, via Goudar, the generic similarities between 

grotesque dance and Diderot’s newly reformed theater. Like Diderot, Goudar argued 

quite clearly for the representation of real life onstage: 

Lorsque Regina ou quelque autre bon compositeur dans le genre grotesque 

me présente un Ballet de ce nom, Je suis sur d’y trouver du vrai, parce que 

son tableau est tiré de quelque part de la vie humaine, dont je fais partie; 

mais, lorsque Novere [sic] me donne Agamemnon, je ne me retrouve plus, 

parce que mon existence n’a rien de commun avec celle de ce Héros.60  

Such a statement could be applied well to the nascent drame bourgeois, but it could also 

be used to justify fully comic subject matter.  

At the same time, Goudar did not focus here on the technical aspects of grotesque 

dance. On this subject, he seems as conservative as Noverre when the latter called for 

dancers to “faire des pas moins difficiles . . . pour suivre les impressions de la nature & 

donner à la Danse l’ame & l’action qu’elle doit avoir pour intéresser.”61 Indeed, Goudar 

explained, “Les pantomimes comiques Italiens ressemblent à des possédés; on diroit voir 

des furies, ce ne sont point des danseurs, ce sont des démons.”62 “Sauts périlleux,” then, 

were as problematic in comedic dances as in heroic ones, and Goudar wasted no time in 

pointing out that the dangerous triple tour en l’air had already relegated a hundred 

dancers to crutches.63 Due to comments such as these, it is difficult to determine how 

closely grotesque and heroic dance were related, especially in Italy, from where Goudar 

was writing. As Hansell has indicated, many traits identified with grotesque dancers had 

actually permeated Italian dancing more generally, so that certain observers “considered 
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them characteristic not just of one class of Italian comic dancers but of Italian theatrical 

ballet as a whole.”64  

Yet Goudar made the interesting assertion, that “Le caractere du bas grotesque 

n’est pas plus avancé que le demi-caractere, peut-être même l’est-il moins.”65 This points 

toward the middle course proposed by Diderot. Diderot had used Italian comedy to create 

his theatrical middle ground, yet at the same time, the drame bourgeois was explicitly not 

Italian comedy. The Italians, on the other hand, had no theatrical genre analogous to the 

drame bourgeois. Linking Goudar’s previous statement to his ideas about theatrical 

expression, it seems that Goudar might have been a proponent of a drame bourgeois type 

approach to dance. Indeed, an analysis of his suggested improvements for the grotesque 

genre might bring us closer to an understanding of the relationship between his ideals and 

those of the theater. Firstly, Goudar called for ballet masters to show their choreography 

to the vine gatherers and coalmen they wished to represent. “Aucun pas,” he claimed, “ne 

ressemble à ceux que les paysans grotesques emploient dans leurs divertissements 

champêtres.”66 Perhaps by showing dance steps meant to depict certain professionals to 

those workers, farmers, or others, ballet masters might receive the critiques necessary to 

choreograph more accurate renditions of these character types. Secondly, he proposed 

that even ballet masters working in the grotesque genre needed to make the intrigue of 

their ballets more accurately resemble the situations they sought to portray.67 In this 

manner, the “véritable paysan” might recognize him or herself in his portrayal onstage 

rather than finding the performance unnatural and confusing peasants for knights, as 

Goudar claims two Italian peasants to have done while watching a ballet.68  
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What Goudar makes clear in his writings is that, in his opinion, neither the 

grotesque nor the heroic dance reach their ideal form of realistic representative dance. 

Although it seems at first that his sentiments would only be shared by those equally 

opposed to the action ballet, his preoccupation with issues of verisimilitude in danced 

characters was shared equally among partisans of the Noverrian style. Critiquing the 

Parisian production of Noverre’s ballet Apelles et Campaspe, the Correspondance 

littéraire proposed that the ballet would have received fewer negative responses had 

Noverre used more realistic costumes and included fewer pirouettes and “sauts 

périlleux,” a term often used to designate gratuitous acrobatic or difficult (and thus non 

verisimilar) choreographic elements.69  

Extrapolating from Goudar’s writings, one finds a reflection of artistic currents 

applicable both to grotesque dance and to the action ballet. According to Edward Nye, 

Goudar’s suggestion that “il vaut mieux être un vrai Pierrot qu’un faux Pyrrhus” to the 

era’s broader artistic tendencies, specifically to the ballet d’action,70 “encapsulates the 

very novel intention of ballet d’action performers: to be a genuine Pyrrhus in mime, or 

indeed a genuine Medea, a genuine Semiramis.”71 This attempt at genuine and accurate 

representation was an objective shared by grotesque and heroic dancers, or at very least a 

goal to be aspired to, according to audience members and reformers.   

 

THE NEAPOLITAN BALLET D’ACTION: A NEW, DISTINCT PRACTICE 

Goudar’s criticism of the ballet d’action exemplifies the unique situation of Neapolitan 

balletic culture of the late eighteenth century. Despite what DelDonna terms a 

“conspicuous French influence,”72 native Italian traditions continued to flourish. Indeed, 
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DelDonna notes that the theme for Le Picq and Martín y Soler’s ballet La bella Arsene 

(1781), which included supernatural elements drawn from the realm of fantasy, presented 

“a juxtaposition of themes [that] hovers in the territory of ideas often presented within the 

tradition of the ballo grottesco in Naples, although that genre had been clearly eclipsed 

by Le Picq’s productions and method.”73 DelDonna also points to the increased use of 

pure dance in the production, probably linked to the popularity of feste di ballo (large 

celebratory ballets) in Naples during this period.74  

 Although the acrobatic techniques of the grotteschi permeated Italian dance 

traditions as a whole, the influence of the grotesque tradition was most clearly seen in Le 

Picq’s choice of subject matter for the ballets that he produced on his own. Indeed, even 

more than a fusion of two dance theories, Le Picq’s late Neapolitan work appears to have 

been a confluence of two differing dance traditions. In the case of La bella Arsene, Le 

Picq drew from both grotesque and action ballet traditions, apparent through his 

choreographic and narrative choices. To Neapolitan audiences, this may have been the 

perfect balance of old and new, of enjoyable entertainment and fashionable culture 

imported from Paris. Yet to the French theatrical reformers—especially Diderot, as he 

called for an homme de génie who could save ballet—Le Picq’s late Neapolitan work 

would have represented even more. Like Noverre’s ballet d’action, it was mimetic dance, 

but in subject matter it aligned more clearly with the goal of the drame bourgeois, a goal 

that the action ballet on its own had failed to attain: to present characters in which men 

might see their own reflections. 
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Chapter 4 

Dancing the Social Contract: The Ballet Blanc and the  

French Revolution 

 

“Robespierre donnoit des fêtes qui ruinoient le trésor 

public, faisoient fuir les gens sensés, les gens du goût, 

trompoient le peuple, le corrompoit, et l’entretenoit dans 

une effervescence dangereuse.” 

—Jean Georges Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, sur les 

ballets et les arts (1804) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

As I have shown, one of the major goals of the ballet reforms in late eighteenth-century 

France was to create a form unified in its presentation of a coherent dramatic narrative. In 

many ways, the goal of mimetic representation in dance cannot be separated from its 

sister art of opera. For example, in the Entretiens sur “Le Fils naturel” Diderot likens 

balletic structure to that of lyric drama:  

Une danse est un poème. Ce poème devrait donc avoir sa représentation 

séparée. C’est une imitation par les mouvements qui suppose le concours 

du poète, du peintre, du musicien, et du pantomime. Elle a son sujet. Ce 

sujet peut être distribué par actes et par scènes. La scène a son récitatif 

libre ou obligé et son ariette.1  
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For Diderot ballet ought to utilize opera’s dualistic structure in which recitative and aria 

serve contrasting narrative and artistic purposes, the first to advance the story, and the 

second, according to Carolyn Abbate and Roger Parker, being “fundamentally about . . . 

the communication of mood to the audience” rather than a vehicle to drive the plot 

forward.2 

 In the preface to his play Zaïre (1732), Voltaire alludes to the relationship 

between danced divertissements and declamation, claiming that both might seem strange 

and unnatural to the spectator outside of the cultural context in which they were 

developed. Here, Voltaire emphasizes that simplicity and truth in language are more 

natural than texts written in verse, and thus more conducive to the expression of 

sentiment.3 Along with other writers of his day, Voltaire believed that returning to the 

more natural mode of expression of the Ancients would allow the theater to take on a 

stronger role in the moral guidance of society. As Sophia Rosenfeld explains,  

In their efforts to reactivate humans’ most archaic mechanisms of 

communication in the space of the theater, Enlightenment aestheticians 

and theatrical reformers—following the guidelines of Condillac, 

Rousseau, and especially Diderot—sought to accomplish nothing less than 

to renew the culture of the present in anticipation of the ideal society of 

the future. In other words, they hoped that, through pantomimed 

performance, it would ultimately be possible to re-create the kind of 

unified, intersubjective moral community devoid of misunderstanding and 
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strife that the langage d’action [a form of prelinguistic gesture] had 

supposedly once, long before, ensured.*  

Owing to this paradigm shift, dance became a highly valued form of physical 

theater for the Lumières and assumed the value of what I term “expressiveness,” the end 

goal of these reforms becoming the creation of a form of dance more expressive than 

verbal language. Yet paradoxically, as Susan Leigh Foster notes, dance performers’ 

methods of expression remained largely confined to a language-based system.4 Moreover, 

in the French ballet tradition, dance and mime, like aria and recitative, remained 

generally segregated, which meant that dance was often separated from narrative content. 

And yet, as I discussed in Chapter 2, according to the rules of the Noverrian ballet 

d’action, all aspects of the ballet needed to achieve a unity of design.5 However, 

following the French Revolution, around the turn of the nineteenth century a surprising 

shift in the use of narrative and language took place in ballet. In this chapter, using an 

intertextual analysis of libretti for eighteenth-century ballets, Revolutionary festivals, and 

early to mid-nineteenth-century ballets, as well as Revolutionary rhetoric, I will explore 

the political echoes audible in the new ways that narrative came to be expressed onstage. 

In particular, I will focus on how these changes in narrative might have been perceived 

by nineteenth-century theatergoers.†  

                                                
* Rosenfeld refers here to Condillac’s Essai sur l’origine des connaissances humaines (1746), Rousseau’s 
Essai sur l’origine des langues (1781), and Diderot’s Lettre sur les sourds et muets (1751). (Sophia 
Rosenfeld, A Revolution in Language: The Problem of Signs in Late Eighteenth-Century France [Stanford, 
Cal.: Stanford University Press, 2001], 58). For a forward-looking reading of Condillac on dance, see 
Joshua Hall, “Core Aspects of Dance: Condillac and Mead on Gesture,” Dance Chronicle, vol. 36, no. 3 
(2013), 352–71.  
† Joellen A. Meglin applies a similar strategy of intertextual analysis to the conte fantastique and balletic 
Romanticism (“Behind the Veil of Translucence: An Intertextual Reading of the Ballet Fantastique in 
France, 1831–1841. Part One: Ancestors of the Sylphide in the Conte Fantastique,” Dance Chronicle, vol. 
27, no. 1 [2004], 67–129). 
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 By the 1830s, two major shifts had occurred within the structure of French ballet-

pantomime, today usually referred to as the Romantic ballet. First, the melding of dance 

and mime had become a key element of ballet-pantomime.* Second, the Romantic period 

witnessed the emergence of the iconic white scene in which an all-female corps de ballet 

dressed in white and issuing from the realm of fantasy dominated a ballet’s second act, in 

contrast to the ballet’s first act or other scenes of “local color.” These white scenes served 

to emphasize “the contrast between the earth and the spirit world,” explains Marian 

Smith, “and it was in that contrast that so much of their fascination lay.”6 These iconic 

white scenes came to be known as ballets blancs in the early twentieth century following 

the usage of the term by André Levinson. In spite of the obvious anachronism, I will use 

the modern term for the reason that these scenes were not divertissements in which 

narrative came to a stop.† The mode of telling the ballet’s story simply changed. 

This chapter will focus on the fact that although the ballet blanc is usually 

regarded as radically new, groupings of women dressed in white had previously appeared 

in the French Revolutionary fêtes.‡ These large community festivals shared the goal of 

                                                
* Kathleen Kuzmick Hansell points out that, “Noverre and his followers had not recognized the creative 
prospects of Italian mime in dance.” Later, the influence of Italian-trained dancers in France led to changes 
in choreographic structure (“Theatrical Ballet and Italian Opera,” in Opera on Stage, eds. Lorenzo Bianconi 
and Giorgio Pestelli [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002], 240). 
† On André Levinson and the early twentieth-century use of the term ballet blanc, see Marian Smith, 
“Levinson’s Sylphide and the danseur’s bad reputation,” in La Sylphide: Paris 1832 and beyond, ed. 
Marian Smith (n.p.: Dance Books, 2012), 269-70. 
‡ Jennifer Homans notes that the fêtes nationales offered antecedents of the ballet blanc (Apollo’s Angels: 
A History of Ballet [New York: Random House, 2010], 112–13). Mona Ozouf provides general 
descriptions and analyses of the festivals (La fête révolutionnaire 1789–1799 [Paris: Gallimard, 1976]). 
See, among many others, the numerous accounts of fêtes presented in various French regions for 
descriptions of the “citoyennes [or femmes] vêtues de blanc” (Maurice Lambert, Les Fédérations en 
Franche-Comté et la Fête de la Fédération du 14 juillet 1790 [Paris: Perrin et Cie, 1890], 56, 61, 106; and 
Le Roy de Sainte-Croix, L’Alsace en fête ou histoire et description des fêtes, cérémonies, solennités, 
réjouissances, réunions, associations et sociétés Religieuses, Civiles, Militaires, Publiques et Privées, de 
l’Alsace [Paris: Hagemann et Cie, 1880], 341, 418, 437). 
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uniting all participants through a common experience of spectacle to create a symbolic 

expression of the Revolutionary idea of the “general will.”7 Later, shorter white scenes 

began to appear in mythological ballets, where the ballet master did not demarcate a clear 

break between the earthly and the supernatural worlds.  

Although in both cases, early nineteenth-century ballets no longer represented 

Revolutionary ideologies, the intertextual study of related documents allows for the 

viewing of common threads linking the fête nationale and the ballet blanc, even as the 

ensemble in the more densely narrative scenes of the ballet-pantomime carried on the 

traditions of the ballet d’action. To understand this, I trace the parallels between the 

earliest incarnations of the mythological white act and the fêtes révolutionnaires, using 

the works of the choreographer–ballet master Pierre Gardel (1758–1840) and his 

successors as examples. Gardel enjoyed a lengthy tenure at the Paris Opéra. He created 

his first ballets at the Opéra in the prerevolutionary period, then worked with painter 

Jacques Louis David (1748–1825) to stage the Revolutionary fêtes, and finally outlasted 

the routine firings that occurred during this period to continue working into the early 

years of the Restoration. Following an examination of Gardel’s work, I outline the traces 

of Revolutionary ideology that lingered in various guises in ballet through the midcentury 

in order to analyze the shift in representation of groups and individuals in ballet 

narratives and choreographies during this period.   

 By the 1780s, the popularity of the ballet d’action had spread throughout France. 

The content of the libretti that recorded and transmitted the ballets lay not in the dances 

described but rather in the narrative action that unfolded in stories. Instead of virtuosic 
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dancing, these ballets relied on extensive sequences of pantomime and rhythmic walking, 

mixed with dancing. As Grimm explains,  

Les personnages du poëme-ballet ne danseront qu’au moment de la 

passion, parce que ce moment est réellement, dans la nature, celui des 

mouvemens violens et rapides; le reste de l’action ne sera exécuté que par 

des gestes simples, par une marche cadencée, plus marquée, plus poétique 

que la démarche ordinaire, dont il n’y aurait pas moyen de passer 

naturellement et avec vérité au moment de la danse.8  

Dance functioned as the expression of intense emotional energy, and thus did not 

comprise most of the ballet d’action. Grimm elaborates further on this point, emphasizing 

the strict boundaries between action or narrative, and dance:  

Dans les ballets de Noverre la danse et la marche cadencée sont très-

distinctes; on ne danse que dans les grands mouvemens de passion, dans 

les momens décisifs; dans les scènes on marche en mesure à la vérité, mais 

sans danser. Ce passage de la marche mesurée à la danse et de la danse à 

la marche mesurée, est aussi nécessaire dans ce spectacle que, dans celui 

de l’Opéra, le passage du récitatif à l’air et de l’air au récitatif; mais danser 

pour danser ne peut avoir lieu que lorsque la pièce en danse est finie.9  

Ideally, then, all the essential dances of a ballet d’action needed to contribute to 

the ballet’s narrative; this left no place for unrelated, ornamental dances within the story. 

According to this paradigm, nonnarrative dancing for an individual might be a means of 

demonstrating the explosion of pent-up passions, but a group could not justifiably 

perform in the same way. Diderot, too, in the Entretiens sur “Le Fils naturel,” creates an 
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analogy between recitative at the opera and pantomime in the ballet d’action.10 Aria, on 

the other hand, is never a group action. In fact, critics often judged superfluous those 

scenes that did not advance the action or that broke up episodes of dramatic mime with 

nonnarrative dancing. For example, Grimm complains, “Toutes les fêtes se réduisent à 

danser pour danser.”11  

 Although group dances regularly occurred in these ballets, individual members of 

the corps de ballet known as figurant(e)s represented clearly demarcated characters and 

could thus break free of the group and act as individuals.* In fact, championing this idea, 

Noverre encourages ballet masters to “donner à tous les Acteurs dansants une action, une 

expression & un caractère différents.”12 Likewise, he indicates that “il ne faut point . . . 

introduire que le nombre exact d’Acteurs nécessaires à l’exécution du Drame.”13 

Noverre’s ballet d’action, Apelles et Campaspe, ou la générosité d’Alexandre 

(1776), discussed in Chapter 3, puts this idea into practice and provides an example of 

individual character types appearing in the ballet d’action.† Here, corps members play 

warriors, cupids, zephyrs, and nymphs. In another ballet they might simply be stock 

characters moving in a group, but in this case, the dancers often leave their groups to 

perform individual “business.” For example, in the fourth scene, the painter Apelles, who 

has fallen in love with Campaspe, decides to paint her in various disguises, so Apelles 

and Campaspe order the corps de ballet, made up of Apelles’ students, to bring “un 

casque, une cuirasse, une lance, un bouclier & des trophées d’armes.”14 Although the 

                                                
* In his chapter on character in the ballet d’action, Edward Nye explains, “Without ‘character’ the ballet 
d’action could not have functioned” (Mime, Music and Drama on the Eighteenth-Century Stage: the Ballet 
d’Action [Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2011], 115). 
† Noverre presented the first version of this ballet in Vienna in 1774 under the title Alexandre et Campaspe 
de Larisse, ou le Triomphe d’Alexandre sur soi-même and continued to revise it over the course of the next 
several years. I refer here to the libretto for the Paris version, presented in 1776. 
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dancers all represent students, they act as individuals within this larger group, each 

contributing to the overall action. During the wedding scene that concludes the ballet, 

they again move as a group performing “mouvemens gais & rapides.”15 It is unclear from 

the majority of eighteenth-century libretti how groups of dancers moved onstage, but 

Noverre provides a possible prescription for group movement: 

Les figures symmétriques de la droite à la gauche, ne sont supportables, 

selon moi, que dans les corps d’entrée . . .  Elles peuvent avoir lieu dans un 

Ballet général qui termine une Fête; elles peuvent encore passer dans des 

pas d’exécution, de quatre, de six, &c. quoiqu’à mon sens, il soit ridicule de 

sacrifier, dans ces sortes de morceaux, l’expression & le sentiment à 

l’adresse du corps & à l’agilité des jambes; mais la symmétrie doit faire 

place à la nature dans les Scenes d’action.16 

At the end of Apelles et Campaspe, then, various characters may well have 

performed a symmetrical figure for the danse générale, but it is nearly impossible to 

know what sort of steps they might have performed. Dance criticism holds few answers, 

for in the late eighteenth century, critics primarily focused on recounting the libretto and 

evaluating whether or not its story had been convincingly presented. Even as late as 1804 

one critic, reviewing a dancer’s debut, demurred, “Nous n’essayerons pas d’employer 

pour définir le talent . . . du nouveau danseur les expressions techniques de son art: nous 

courrions le risque de commettre des erreurs.”* For the modern reader, this means that 

technical details about the choreography itself remain few and far between. Yet details 

may be gleaned from information about costuming and characterization. 

                                                
* The dancer was none other than the famous choreographer and ballet master Antoine Titus (c. 1780–c. 
1860). See Gazette Nationale, ou le Moniteur Universel (Paris: H. Agasse, 1789–1901), June 3, 1804. 
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 Indeed, a similar mode of arranging group characters is discernible in the libretto 

for the ballet d’action La Rosière (1783) by Paris Opéra ballet master Maximilien Gardel 

(1741–1787).* The ballet depicts the choosing of a rosière, or young lady of virtue, who, 

owing to her upstanding morality and the respect she wins from the community, is 

granted a dowry by her lord. Like Apelles et Campaspe, La Rosière includes small groups 

of dancers—male and female villagers and shepherds—in addition to the named 

characters. In the ballet’s fourth scene, as indicated by the libretto, Gardel depicts the 

villagers as performing distinct and individual actions: “Des Villageois et des 

Villageoises, qui reviennent des champs, paroissent sur le Côteau, ayant à leur tête une 

Musette et un Hautbois. Ils se rassemblent, et dansent une ronde autour de la Statue.”17 

Although these characters move together, each acts individually, a trait borne out in their 

use of props; for example, only the dancers at the front of the group carry musical 

instruments. It is extremely unlikely that this heterogeneous group moved with the 

synchronicity of a danse générale.  

Likewise, the premise of the ballet is that all the village girls aspire to become a 

rosière, implying the capacity to move from being a mere member of a group to being 

highlighted as distinctive. Ideals of individual merit point to a career trajectory at the 

Opéra, as the dancer rises in the ranks, moving from the corps de ballet to coryphée roles 

in small groups or even alone. This message is also political, suggesting the honoring of 

an individual for her exemplary actions. This message would disappear from political 

rhetoric less than a decade later when, in the 1790s, the ability to participate in communal 

                                                
* Maximilien Gardel, older brother of Pierre Gardel, held the post of ballet master at the Paris Opéra from 
1781 to 1787. His brother immediately succeeded him in the position.  
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identity took on greater value than the ability to rise above peers. This is a Revolutionary 

value that became important across a range of areas, including theatrical representation. 

 

CITOYENNES AND REVOLUTIONARY FÊTES 

Although the Opéra did not close during the Revolution, it did undergo changes in 

repertory and acceptable subjects of representation. During the Reign of Terror 

(September 1793 to July 1794), it was a symbol of the Ancien Régime, its opulence and  

aristocratic past. Hence the changes forced on repertory because the Committee of Public 

Safety insisted on works with pro-Republican values. In June of 1794 the Republicans 

prohibited the representation of royalty and aristocracy onstage, which resulted in 

alterations to performances of Ancien Régime repertory.18 Although many dancers were 

Royalists, not all were. Regardless of political affiliation, dancers both resembled the 

aristocracy in their modes of bodily comportment and represented a prominent Ancien 

Régime institution. As such, they were frequently scapegoated or arrested, and many fled 

the country.19 For those who chose to stay in Paris, the dearth of resources made working 

as dancers extremely difficult. Although traditionally staged performances did not 

disappear, the Opéra produced only five new ballets during the first ten years after the 

Revolution.*  

 During this transitional moment, the resourceful Pierre Gardel, alongside the 

celebrated painter David, arranged dances and created tableaux vivants for the 

                                                
* Pierre Gardel made three of these ballets; Sébastian Gallet and Eugène Hus created the other two. See 
John Chapman, “Forgotten Giant: Pierre Gardel,” Dance Research: The Journal of the Society for Dance 
Research, vol. 5, no. 1 (Spring 1987), 7. 
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Revolutionary fêtes. Grecian dress played a role from the beginning.* Although Gardel 

had already created ballets on themes of antiquity, David instituted “the costume of the 

‘Ancients’” that Gardel retained.20 Based on this collaboration, Jennifer Homans 

identifies the masses of women in white who took part in the French Revolutionary 

festivals as the precursor to the Romantic-era white divertissement, asserting that they 

“represented the claims of the community (and the nation) over those of the individual.”21 

Mona Ozouf notes that in only one type of the many festivals taking place between 1789 

and 1799 was the Revolution not represented as “une théorie de jeunes filles en blanc ou 

d’un quarteron de mères vertueuses.”22 

 Unlike the ballet d’action with its tightly knit plot, Revolutionary festivals did not 

aim to convey a narrative or the story of an individual. In keeping with the new 

Republican values, the festival organizers attempted to express universal ideas and 

qualities. A crucial component of these fêtes were women—citoyennes—dressed in white 

and assembled by the hundreds in public spaces in Paris and the provinces to perform 

Revolutionary reenactments of Ancien Régime ceremony. Like the fêtes of the Ancien 

Régime, these festivals called for enormous processions, speeches, song, and even dance. 

Thus, the organizers recruited both artists and citizens to participate. As a result of their 

size, the fêtes took place in large parks, squares, and other public spaces (often the town’s 

Champ de Mars).  

 Replacing traditional religious festivals and festivals intended to glorify the 

monarchy, the Revolutionary fête was no less grand, presenting “stagings” as  

                                                
* Hansell notes that two Italian ballerinas, Maria Medina Viganò and Maria del Caro also appeared in 
Revolutionary white tunics in the 1790s and early 1800s. However, Hansell does not address the presence 
of masses of women in white dresses that appeared around the same time in the French festivals 
(“Theatrical Ballet and Italian Opera,” 247). 
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Figure 4-1. La Fête de l’Etre suprême. Musée de la Révolution Française (Vizille).  

complicated as its antecedents. For example, the Fête de l’Etre suprême (1794) (see 

Figure 4-1) staged the recognition of the Supreme Being on which Robespierre centered 

his religion, indicating a public rejection of atheism, but the fête made use of fireworks, 

divertissements, and pantomimes. Members of the public could even purchase ice 

cream.23 Like the court festivals of the past, these events staged theatrical representations 

of power—in this case, rather than the benevolence of the king, that of the collective 

subject—accomplishing what French literary scholar Wilda Anderson terms the “fusion 

of the individual into the virtuous sovereign state . . . through the contemplation of other 

individuals as being identical.”24 The distance between actors and participants was even 

smaller than we might today imagine, and organizers and performers worked to close that 

gap through social dances that compelled audience participation. Functioning in an 
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analogous manner to the fêtes of the Ancien Régime, these festivals demonstrated that 

performance remained ingrained in everyday life even after the fall of the Bastille.  

 Although their creators documented the fêtes in libretti, as had been done with 

ballets, these booklets (like seventeenth-century libretti for entrées de ballet) contained 

mainly lists as opposed to narratives, and performances sought to represent ideas rather 

than to tell stories. One major difference between the libretti for entrées de ballets and 

those for the fêtes révolutionnaires should be noted: whereas libretti for entrées 

frequently listed the dancers performing particular roles, the Revolutionary libretti listed 

only categories of participants (e.g., men and women, delegates, or invited guests). Even 

martyrs of the Revolution are listed as a group. Explaining the goal of the fêtes 

révolutionnaires to the Committee of Public Safety, Robespierre elaborated on how 

revolutionary martyrs would be honored not through celebrity but through “tendre 

reconnaissance”: 

Nous célébrerons aussi tous les grands hommes, de quelque temps et de 

quelque pays que ce soit, qui ont affranchi leur patrie du joug des tyrans, 

et qui ont fondé la liberté par de sages lois. Vous ne serez point oubliés, 

illustres martyrs de la République française! Vous ne serez point oubliés, 

héros morts en combattant pour elle! Qui pourrait oublier les héros de ma 

patrie? La France leur doit la liberté, l’univers leur devra la sienne. Que 

l’univers célèbre bientôt leur gloire en jouissant de leurs bienfaits! 

Combien de traits héroïques confondus dans la foule des grandes actions 

que la liberté a comme prodiguées parmi nous! Combien de noms dignes 

d’être inscrits dans les fastes de l’histoire demeurent ensevelis dans 
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l’obscurité! Mânes inconnus et révérés, si vous échappez à la célébrité, 

vous n’échapperez point à notre tendre reconnaissance.25 

Martyrs of the Revolution would be remembered as a unit through their devotion to the 

Republic. More broadly, this idea of different groups offering different services and 

playing varied roles in the new Republic was reflected in libretti for the fêtes 

révolutionnaires. This meant that their libretti focused not on individuals (analogous to 

characters) but on groups. Sometimes major discourses, excerpted or unabridged in the 

libretti, were attributed to a particular speaker, sometimes not.  

 Through these fêtes, the women in white became synonymous with the ideals of 

revolution, virtue, and equality. In the Fête de la raison (1793), for example, the Goddess 

of Reason appeared, surrounded by a group of women costumed in white Grecian tunics. 

These women did not play a role related to independent speech or action; their power was 

symbolic, residing in their sheer numbers. The festival’s libretto gave a detailed listing of 

the processional order. In the version that took place in Strasbourg, the citoyennes opened 

the processional, followed by male citizens together with “amis de la Constitution 

républicaine,” and then deputies from the “Société populaire” (a type of Revolutionary 

club) from various French departments who had come to Strasbourg specifically for the 

occasion.26  In the Bordeaux version, at least one hundred young citoyennes dressed in 

white took part.27 Such a large volume of participants was typical; other fête programs 

from Paris and the provinces give very similar descriptions of the processional, some 

with as many as six hundred young women participating.  

 These women did not appear exclusively at fêtes. White muslin dresses in the 

style of the Ancients became the fashion for the Parisian masses; as Louis-Sébastien 



 

153  

Mercier recounted, “Pas une petite-maîtresse, pas une grisette qui ne se décore, le 

dimanche, d’une robe athénienne de linon. . . pour se dessiner à l’antique, ou du moins 

égaler Vénus aux belles fesses.”28 These dresses also appeared at the bals à la victime 

that were put on for relatives of those who had been guillotined during the Terror.* 

Mercier describes: 

Vingt-trois théâtres, dix-huit cents bals ouverts tous les jours; voilà ce qui 

compose les amusemens du soir. . . Là une lampe fumeuse éclaire des 

blanchisseuses qui dansent en sabots avec leurs muscadins au bruit d’une 

vieille nazillarde. Je ne sais si ces premières danseuses chérissent 

beaucoup les formes républicaines des gouvernemens de la Grèce, mais 

elles ont modelé la forme de leur parure sur celle d’Aspasie.29 

The latter description evokes conflicting political perspectives. These dancers mourn 

family members killed by the Revolutionary government while dressed in an adaptation 

of a costume that was popularized for Revolutionary propaganda.  

Lynn Hunt suggests a multiplicity of ways in which this fashion might be 

interpreted:  

Did the white suggest the effacement of difference implicitly required by 

the republican project of a “new man” (or, in this case, woman)? Did the 

drapery reinforce the revival of neoclassical austerity and simplicity 

associated with republicanism? Was it as well an anti-aristocratic, antisilk, 

probourgeois statement, since the dress depended on fabric provided by 

                                                
* On victims’ balls, see Ronald Schechter, “Gothic Thermidor: The Bals des victimes, the Fantastic, and the 
Production of Historical Knowledge in Post-Terror France,” Representations, no. 61, Special Issue: 
Practices of Enlightenment (Winter 1998), 78-94. 
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the nation of shopkeepers, the English? Or was the naturalness of the 

line—often coupled with a high waistline that emphasized the maternal in 

women—a kind of preromantic gesture, a carrying through of Rousseauian 

ideals for women?30 

Regardless of (and later, perhaps despite) the multiplicity of latent meanings present in 

this new style, the Grecian look, like many popular fashions, influenced theatrical 

costuming. Indeed, the ladies in white—now not only citoyennes but also professional 

performers—soon graced the stage with their presence. In the play Le Général Custine à 

Spire (1792), presented at the Ambigu-Comique, the citoyennes in white not only 

appeared onstage, they danced as well. Like the fêtes, this episodic play opens with a 

speech from Custine, in which the General proclaims that the goal of the war is not to 

conquer other nations, but to bring to them “la cause sacrée de la nature, de la raison, et 

de l’humanité.”31 Indeed, much of the play’s dialogue belongs to the compassionate 

general, who urges his soldiers to act benevolently toward their adversaries. In true 

Revolutionary style, a kindly group of young Rhineland maidens attired in white dresses 

with tricolor sashes interrupts Custine’s speech and dances in honor of his arrival in 

Spire. Despite the play’s structural similarity to the fête, this scene does not, in fact, 

depict a festival or another situation that might justify dancing. At this point in theater 

history, nearly “tout est prétexte . . . à chanter et à danser.”32 References to these white 

costumes in a dance context were initially sporadic, but fashion and politics soon made 

them popular. 

During the 1790s, ballets derived from Greek and Roman mythology experienced 

a surge in popularity, which probably explains the prominence of these costumes in the 
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early nineteenth century.* As Judith Chazin-Bennahum notes, “the tunique blanche 

[became] the favored costume for dancers, probably the corps, from 1800 onward.”† As a 

result of the greater freedom of movement such costumes afforded and because they 

appeared to dress characters more realistically, tunics and flowing skirts aligned with 

reforms demanded by dancers, ballet masters, and philosophers alike, and allowed for 

increased virtuosity.33 Although dancers in these new costumes may initially have 

represented the Ancients, as well as ideals of the natural and the quotidian, they later 

came to be identified with Revolutionary values of community and collectivity 

exemplified through the idea of the general will.   

 

THEORIES OF THE GENERAL WILL 

At the fêtes nationales these young citoyennes represented the physical incarnation of 

what philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778) referred to as the general will, a 

principle appropriated and transformed for Revolutionary purposes. To summarize 

briefly, according to Rousseau, each man in the community was also a citizen; as a man, 

he looked out for his personal wellbeing, and as a citizen, he sought to guarantee the 

public welfare. The private will thus corresponded to the man, and the general will to the 

citizen.34 For Rousseau, the general will was already voiceless, having been 

                                                
* These ballets included, among others, Pierre Gardel’s Télémaque dans l’Isle de Calypso (1790), Psyché 
(1790), and Achille à Scyros (1804). See Judith Chazin-Bennahum, Dance in the Shadow of the Guillotine 
(Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1988), 29–62. 
† Judith Chazin-Bennahum backs up this claim with evidence from accounts at the Paris Opéra and the 
Archives Nationales (The Lure of Perfection: Fashion and Ballet, 1780–1830 [New York: Routledge, 
2005], 103). 
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“subordonnée à d’autres [volontés] qui l’emportent sur elle,” and the social contract thus 

represented an elusive, impossible ideal.*  

But for the revolutionaries—an exemplary case being Maximilien Robespierre 

(1758–1794)—the general will rested not on individual actors but on individuals who 

considered themselves only a part of the whole, both in public and in private, a mode of 

thinking to be instilled from a young age through a transformed education system.35 In 

Robespierre’s new civil religion, individuals strove to rid themselves of all passions. 

Passions, of course, had been the excuse for dancing in the ballet d’action, representing 

the non-discursive aria-like moment contrasting with pantomime. Yet by ridding 

themselves of passions, Robespierre argued, citizens would embody a new state of virtue 

in which—in a formulation more extreme than Rousseau—they ceased to be individuals 

even in their private lives.36  

David and Gardel’s Revolutionary festivals played a considerable role in the 

public staging of these ideas. As Anderson explains, “The national festival . . . induces a 

state ‘above the human’ that transforms the adults into a collective subject.”37 Together, 

then, the women in white represented the Robespierrian general will, the ideal to be 

followed by citoyens and citoyennes in accordance with the new, Revolutionary value 

system of liberty, equality, and fraternity.  

In order to implement these changes, the Committee of Public Instruction looked 

to Rousseau’s Émile, ou de l’Education (1762) as the foundation for the new national 

education system. As the Revolutionary Jean-Paul Rabaut de Saint-Étienne (1743–1793) 
                                                
* See Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “Du Contrat Social,” in Œuvres complètes, vol. 3, eds. Bernard Gagnebin 
and Marcel Raymond, (Paris: Gallimard [Bibliothèque de la Pléiade], 1957), 438. Rousseau links the 
unsubordinated general will to what he considers primitive societies “de la nature,” praising “des troupes de 
paysans [qui] règle[nt] les affaires de l’Etat sous un chêne et se condui[sent] toujours sagement” (Ibid., 
437). 
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explained, education should be “la mère commune de tous les citoyens, qui leur donne à 

tous le même lait, qui les élève et les traite en frères, et qui, par la communauté de ses 

soins, leur donne cet air de ressemblance et de famille qui distingue un peuple ainsi élevé 

de tous les autres peuples de la terre.”38 Rather than its stated aims, however, this 

educational system created an individual with no sense of unique identity.* As in 

Robespierre’s idealized social contract, this new educational program required all 

children to dress identically and perform Spartan gymnastic exercises. This training 

system rejected the concept of the individual; Rousseau’s ideal public “citizen” 

enveloped his private “man.”  

In fact, returning to the balletic context, numerous aspects of this educational 

system closely resembled the quasi-military-drill training that choreographer Arthur 

Saint-Léon (1821–1870) much later recommended for the corps de ballet, a training that 

focused on the attainment of both physical precision and a unity that could only be 

achieved through collective identity.39 (This training for the young women of the corps de 

ballet was actually closer in nature to Revolutionary educational training of young boys.) 

However, unlike Robespierre, Saint-Léon did not prescribe a total elimination of the 

individual, only a collective sensibility for the stage (or the rehearsal studio). Such an 

                                                
* Frederick Neuhouser explains that “the only possibility of [Emile’s] avoiding the moral pitfalls of social 
membership is if, prior to becoming a citizen, he is formed as a ‘human being’—that is, subjected to an 
educational regime that shields him as long as possible from the dangers of amour-propre in order to instill 
in him the capacities for self-sufficiency he will eventually need if his later attachments to others are to be 
compatible with his freedom and integrity” (Rousseau’s Theodicy of Self-Love: Evil, Rationality, and the 
Drive for Recognition [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008], 260). Analyzing Émile in a Revolutionary 
context, Wilda Anderson explains how Robespierre manipulated Rousseau’s text, and she posits: “Unlike 
poor Émile, the post-Revolutionary children are to see themselves in this sense as agents. But this agent is 
deindividualized and homogenous with the others” (Wilda Anderson, “Is the General Will Anonymous? 
[Rousseau, Robespierre, Condorcet],” Modern Language Notes [MLN] vol. 126, no. 4 [2011], 844).  
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understanding of the general will accorded with Rousseau’s thinking rather than 

Robespierre’s adaptation of it.  

 Yet, from a Revolutionary point of view, these citoyennes in white would have 

been required to express only the idea of equality in ballet narratives. As Rousseau 

explained, in the social contract “la volonté est générale, ou elle ne l’est pas.”40 Like 

citoyennes, the corps of the ballet blanc functioned not as a Noverrian cluster of 

individual figurants, but rather as a single unit, reflecting the duality previously seen in 

Revolutionary fêtes of identically clad women in white remaining silent while men 

addressed the public. Turning to the Romantic ballet-pantomime, we might contrast this 

corps of symbolic beings with the principal dancers, who expressed dialogue through 

pantomime. The corps in white, far from serving as vehicles for characterization, 

represented abstract ideas of virtue, community, and equality.  

 Of course, many aspects of life were imbued with Revolutionary and Republican 

ideologies, at least temporarily, so such a development is hardly surprising. But the 

concept of the general will had striking consequences for a ballet system as devoted to 

the presentation of characterization and narrative as was the late eighteenth-century 

French ballet. For practitioners of the ballet d’action, these masses of bodies would have 

served no useful purpose. In contrast to Noverre’s proposed model in which characters 

expressed themselves as individuals with unique modes and degrees of portraying the 

same idea, the corps de ballet in the ballet blanc represented the ultimate general will.  

Homans muses that the citoyennes at the fêtes “never marred their beauty with 

speech,” a statement that could describe equally well the dancers in the ballet blanc with 

its choreographer hidden in the wings.41 Although Rousseau’s idealized version of a 



 

159  

collective society governed from within had already disappeared because of the pressures 

and desires created by modern society, here the choreographer enacted the Revolutionary 

version, silencing the body of citizens by prescribing its uniform expression.  

 

THE REVOLUTION’S AFTERMATH ON THE STAGE 

When Gardel returned to ballet production during the Napoleonic Period, his style 

underwent a drastic change. Although he continued to adhere to some of Noverre’s 

choreographic principles, the younger man integrated considerably more dancing into his 

ballets after 1800. However, the generation that had come of age during the Ancien 

Régime did not welcome all his ballets warmly. For example, discussing La Dansomanie 

(1800), Gardel’s loose adaptation of Molière’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme, Noverre 

claimed that its parody of the danse noble (the basis of the ballet d’action) went too far.42 

Tellingly, La Dansomanie was not narrative-driven, but instead presented extensive 

dance scenes, which would have been criticized in the Ancien Régime for being dance 

for dance’s sake. As Gardel mentioned in the introduction to the libretto, he considered 

the ballet “une véritable bluette, un rien,” hoping simply that it would present joy and 

grace to its audiences.43 Instead of presenting a story in the style of action ballet, in La 

Dansomanie, Rousseauian aesthetics joined together with the Rousseauian ethic to stage 

a naturalist celebration of the dancing body. 

 Going beyond merely increasing the amount of dancing, however, Gardel 

incorporated more and more unison ensemble movement into the Opéra’s repertory. 

Gardel’s ballet for Gaspare Spontini and Étienne de Jouy’s opera La Vestale (1807), for 

instance, featured a large corps of dancers. As one critic observed, “Tout se lie, tout 
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s’enchaine, ce sont des masses qu’il faut mouvoir; c’est de l’ensemble qu’il attend et 

qu’il obtient son effet.”44 In Achille à Scyros (1804), Gardel included a group of twenty 

young women, probably the princesses, companions, and sisters of Princess Deidamia.45 

As documented by Jean-Simon Berthélemy’s costume sketches (Figure 4-2), Deidamia, 

played by Mademoiselle Bigottini, appeared in a Grecian white tunic and sandals. Based 

on contemporary costume designs, it appears that Deidamia’s companions would also 

have been dressed like their Revolutionary sisters, creating another early group of 

dancing women dressed in white. Similarly, in Gardel’s recounting of the biblical parable 

L’Enfant prodigue (1812), a group of twelve young virgins danced around a pyramid. 

Proserpine (1818) too included Grecian costumes for the female characters (see Figure  

4-3). 

 Gardel’s use of identical mass movement openly challenged the tenets of the 

ballet d’action, in which all characters, from the lowly figurant to the premier sujet, were 

required to participate “artfully” in the staging of the ballet’s narrative.46 Yet his 

powerful, unified ensembles, both in the Grecian-dress and other ballets, increased 

steadily in size. In Proserpine, Gardel introduced a group of forty-two women to the 

stage. Accompanied by eighteen men, this corps of Shades served no other purpose than 

to distract from a complicated scene change: “Lorsque ce changement s’est fait, on voit 

des ombres de tous les âges dans un mouvement doux et agréable; elles semblent attendre 

l’arrivée de la reine que Pluton leur a choisie,” he wrote in the libretto.47 These dancers 

did not advance the plot. They foreshadowed the dreamlike scenes of the later full-blown 

white acts, and as their dance concluded, the scene changed to reveal a series of watery 

streams running through the Elysian Fields, obscured by gauze veils.  
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Figure 4-2. Jean-Simon Berthélemy, costume sketch for Achille à Scyros, ballet-pantomime en trois actes (1804) 
by Gardel and Cherubini. Bibliothèque nationale de France. 

 

Figure 4-3. Jean-Simon Berthélemy, costume sketch for Proserpine (1818) by Gardel and Schneitzhoeffer, fils. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France. 
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Much later, Filippo Taglioni’s ballet La Fille du Danube (1836) contrasted the 

two paradigmatic character types, abstract women in white and women drawn from real 

life, without the scene division of his earlier La Sylphide (1832). La Fille du Danube 

describes a love triangle. The ballet’s principal characters are Fleur-des-Champs, the 

mute “fille du Danube,” the squire Rudolph, and the Baron of Willibald.48 Traumatized 

by his brother’s fate of “triple veuvage,” the Baron refuses to consider marriage with 

“tout ce qui était fille noble, baronne ou comtesse” and instead decides to share his life 

with a “fille de la nature.”49 In order to lure the lovely Fleur-des-Champs, the object of 

his affection, to his castle without the use of force, he calls for all the young women of 

the valley to appear so that he might choose his bride. When all the girls appear, dressed 

in white—rosières in everything but name—the juxtaposition between the noble ladies of 

the court and the young women of virtue is immediately evident: “Les jeunes filles sont 

parées de leurs plus beaux habits: leurs robes blanches et les simples fleurs qui les ornent 

ne sont que plus fraîches à côté des riches costumes des dames de la cour.”50 For the 

Baron—and the audience—this simple difference in dress exemplifies the moral makeup 

of each group of characters as well: the young women from the valley “dansent, valsent, 

se mêlent entre elles,” demonstrating their natural virtue, devoid of artifice and intrigue, 

while the court ladies, corrupted by civilization, merely express their indignation.51  

 

REPRESENTATIONS OF MUTENESS 

La Fille du Danube lends itself to yet another intertextual reading, however. As both 

Sophia Rosenfeld and Edward Nye demonstrate, muteness, silent language, and 

revolution are all tightly intertwined.52 Fascination with the voice, muteness, and sign 
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language existed, of course, during the Enlightenment. Yet the Lumières’ focus on the 

body had resulted in the creation of the ballet d’action, in which mute heroes and 

heroines enacted tragedy in the form of a dumb show. The goal of the ballet d’action had 

been to create a language independent of an arbitrary sign system, which Noverre refers 

to as “le langage du sentiment.”* Through this nonverbal language, dancers would be free 

to represent the full spectrum of the passions. Yet, as Foster notes,  

as much as Noverre and the other action ballet choreographers endowed 

the dancer with a special temperament, the performer’s responsiveness 

remained circumscribed by the languagelike repertoire of feelings 

available. . . . The body-machine, not an instrument for registering the 

individual soul’s peregrinations, remained a canvas for displaying a fixed 

quantity of images.53  

The divide between representational, word-bound gesture and gesture that might 

transcend language lay at the heart of what divided mutes of the opera from those of the 

ballet. Besides the contrast between young women in white and court ladies, Taglioni’s 

scenario presented an unusual character type in its mute heroine, Fleur-des-Champs. 

 The famous antecedent mute character Fenella in Daniel-François-Esprit Auber’s 

opera La Muette de Portici (1828) with libretto by Eugène Scribe, is an important key to 

understanding Fleur-des-Champs. La Muette de Portici, the opera often blamed for 

spurring the Belgian Revolution, was based on the uprising of the Neapolitan Tomasso 

Aniello (known as Masaniello) against Spanish rule and ended, in grand-opera style (the 

genre the opera ushered in), with the eruption of Mount Vesuvius. The subject matter had 

not passed the censors in an earlier operatic adaptation, and Marian Smith suggests that 
                                                
* For Noverre, action was contingent on the passions. See Chapter 1, p. 26-33.  
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the mute character Fenella may “have made the opera more palatable to government 

censors worried about the political implications of the plot.”54 Fenella is a mime role 

(although it is generally played by a dancer, Lise Noblet in the premiere), but like Fleur-

des-Champs, she must convey her ideas solely through physical expression. In fact, the 

invention of Fleur-des-Champs may well have resulted from the immense success of La 

Muette; only a few months after the opera’s debut, the mute female character had become 

a popular theatrical device in works of many genres.55  

Yet mute characters functioned slightly differently in each medium of 

performance. In opera, mutes carried on full-fledged conversations with their singing 

counterparts. To convey additional, less direct content, composers relied on music that 

alluded to other works or evoked a particular atmosphere. In Fenella’s operatic world, 

however, the voice rather than the body primarily conveyed narrative. Communicating 

physically in response to verbal cues signaled her muteness to the audience. In fact, as 

Smith indicates, dancing and singing characters regularly intermixed at the opera, but 

only in three cases, La Muette de Portici, Le Dieu et la Bayadère (1830), and La 

Tentation (1832), did they engage in “face-to-face conversation,” in which each 

communicated through their own medium, recitatives for singers and pantomime for 

dancers.56 Additionally, despite the hybrid nature of these productions, dancers did not 

sing, and singers did not dance. By the July Monarchy (1830-1848), the majority of 

dancers ceased moving between the two professions as they had done in the eighteenth 

century. This is probably a result of the increased technical demands placed on both 

singers and dancers at the Opéra during this period.*  

                                                
* On changes in dance technique and increasing virtuosity see Ivor Guest, The Romantic Ballet in Paris 
(Alton, U.K.: Dance Books, 2008), 27-44. 
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In a ballet-pantomime setting, however, all dialogue already occurred in mime 

form. For a mute to mime words in this context would have left her indistinguishable 

from other “speaking” characters. In keeping with this difference in modes of 

communication, Fleur-des-Champs, unlike Fenella, seems to be hindered in her ability to 

communicate discursively. As indicated in the libretto, “Elle n’avait pu donner sur sa 

naissance et sur sa vie aucun indice.”57 Although she can still express emotions, including 

her love for the young squire Rudolph, Fleur-des-Champs cannot “speak.” Instead, she 

and Rudolph spend their time happily napping, picking flowers, and assembling them 

into patterns of pink, blue, and white. Under much duress, when called to the castle, she 

mimes to Rudolph, but unlike Fenella, who “semble dire”—a common expression for 

indicating dialogue in libretti—Fleur-des-Champs “simule” or simulates how she might 

outwit the Baron in his quest to find her, finally reminding Rudolph of a dream imparted 

to the two lovers by the water nymphs one day as they slept.58 The difference between 

“seeming to say” and “simulating” represents the difference between adhering to the 

established mime-based language paradigm of the ballet-pantomime and shifting to 

means beyond it. While Fenella uses a language-like sign system to converse with other 

characters, Fleur-des-Champs does not. “Seeming to say” is a speech act, whereas Fleur-

des-Champs’ mode of communication is a mute simulation of an action. She does not 

mimic language through pantomime but stages action with her body. 

 In this manner, Fleur-des-Champs’ mode of expression links her to the women in 

white. Like the corps in the ballet blanc, she cannot engage in traditional mime or “say” 

anything to her interlocutor. Unlike the corps, however, she does exist as an individual, 

regardless of her inability to communicate “verbally.” Such a link between the mute and 
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the masses is evident in La Muette as well, despite Fenella’s more developed mode of 

communication. This link, however, did not remain visible in the many productions 

capitalizing on mutes in the months and years following the premiere of La Muette. As 

opera scholar Sarah Hibberd explains, “none of these dramas exploited the opera’s most 

ingenious facet: the symbolic link between mute heroine and oppressed people. Instead, 

various silent but highly expressive and articulate female characters were at the centre of 

firmly non-political works.”59 Fleur-des-Champs may not be especially articulate, but she 

is certainly expressive through her simulation of action and portrayal of emotion. In both 

her dress and her representation of the rosières, she is an instantiation of the category to 

which she belongs. Fleur-des-Champs is the most perfect rosière because she embodies 

the least individualistic character possible, but through this perfect embodiment she is 

elevated to a higher status, thus becoming the most distinctive.  

One helpful way to understand Fenella and Fleur-des-Champs is through the 

female personification of Liberty leading the masses, such as the image depicted in 

Eugène Delacroix’s allegorical painting Liberty Leading the People (1830). Although 

Hibberd argues that Fenella can be understood as a representation of Marianne,60 I would 

propose that Fleur-des-Champs is actually a more accurate representation of Marianne, 

and that Fenella can be understood better if we think of her by analogy with Olympe de 

Gouges, the female political writer and activist guillotined for having “spoken in her own 

voice.”61 Like Olympe de Gouges, although Fenella communicates nonverbally, she still 

converses through discursive language. Marianne, on the other hand, like Fleur-des-

Champs, is the incarnation of action. Olympe de Gouges’ speech signifies the rhetorical 

analog to dancing as an individual, defying Revolutionary rhetoric that confined women’s 
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role to the maternal, producing and nourishing young citizens.62 This role in society 

separated them from the speech act, the purview of the citizen. In this manner, their 

corporeal role in society linked them to the representation of the nonverbal. Keeping this 

in mind, although La Fille du Danube was not political in nature, Fleur-des-Champs 

embodies the remnants of these political and societal ideals. Like the corps in the ballet 

blanc, she used her evocative physicality to communicate without the power of words, 

echoing the corps of sylphs Taglioni had created four years earlier in La Sylphide.  

Mute characters soon fell from popularity, but their essence persisted in the minds 

of choreographers and lingered in the portrayals of sylphs, fairies, and other nonspeaking 

beings. Whether members of a group or individuals, these “elementals” and other 

unearthly folk provided the danced counterpart to pantomime, exemplifying the contrast 

between earthly and ethereal scenes.63 Indeed, man’s inherent duality of spirit and 

physical being constituted an essential element of the Romantic movement as a whole, 

exemplified in Victor Hugo’s preface to Cromwell (1827), considered a Romantic 

manifesto.* Additionally, for the Romantic, what had been a political category to the 

Revolutionaries now became a category representing the non-human, a point I will return 

to in Chapter 5. The non-human element of this duality, however, is perhaps best 

exemplified in the second act of the ballet Giselle. 

 

 

 

 
                                                
* Eric Aschengreen directs attention to the “striking agreement in the view of humanity and outlook on life” 
between Cromwell and La Sylphide (“The Beautiful Danger: Facets of the Romantic Ballet,” trans. Patricia 
N. McAndrew, Dance Perspectives, vol. 58 [Summer 1974], 9).  
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GISELLE’S SECOND ACT 

The Romantic ballet-pantomime Giselle (1841) presents a representative example of the 

divide between the Noverrian and the white-ballet style of corps dancing.* The distinction 

between the citizen as symbol of the general will and the human being as private 

individual is a useful analogy for rethinking the disparity, physically speaking, between 

the groups of villagers who danced asymmetrically (so typical of the eighteenth-century 

stage) and the women in white who moved in unison. Indeed, the villagers, despite their 

Germanic origin, would likely have been recognized as members of the Ancien Régime’s 

Third Estate and thus generically as members of the lower class.† The negative 

                                                
* I base my reading of Giselle on the version reconstructed by Peter Boal and Doug Fullington (for which 
Marian Smith acted as historical adviser) and performed by the Pacific Northwest Ballet at McCaw Hall, 
Seattle, on June 11, 2011 at 7:30 p.m. A DVD of this performance is available in PNB’s archives at the 
Jeanie Thomas Library at Pacific Northwest Ballet School in Seattle. Marian Smith used the extensively 
annotated Antoine Titus violon répétiteur or violin conductor score (1842) and the Henri Justamant 
notation score (1860s) to recreate the ballet’s action, and Fullington used the Stepanov notation (1899–
1903) to reconstruct the choreography (“Pacific Northwest Ballet’s New Giselle,” [program notes], June 3–
12, 2011). The action, entrances, and exits cited in this chapter are all derived from either the Titus 
répétiteur (when possible) or the Justamant notation (“Giselle Action & Choreography Sources,” [program 
notes]). 
† It is useful here to briefly return to Abbé Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès’ Qu’est-ce que le Tiers État? (1789). 
The Estates General, the legislative assembly of Ancien Régime France, divided the population into three 
estates for the purposes of representation: the aristocracy, the clergy, and the remainder of the population. 
Members of the underrepresented third estate (the majority of the French populace) lacked title and rank. In 
Sieyès’ political pamphlet, he argued that the common people had no form of representation in the Estates 
General. Representation, in Sieyès’ words, would allow the Third Estate to escape from “sa nullité 
politique” and “devenir quelque chose.”† (Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyès, Qu’est-ce que le Tiers-Etat? seconde 
édition, corrigée [n.p.: n.p., 1789], 21). Failure to give names to members of the third estate is visible more 
broadly in theatrical culture as well. In Marivaux’s Le Jeu de l’amour et du hasard (1730) rank is tightly 
related to naming. When the noble Dorante disguises himself as a valet in order to determine whether his 
betrothed, Silvia, will be a good match (she has had the same idea), he takes the name Bourguignon, 
signifying that he comes from the region of Burgundy, rather than a first name. Class is problematized 
through Silvia and Dorante’s internal debates about having fallen in love with a servant (neither is aware 
that the other is also disguised), but similar naming practices are visible in French literature and theater 
prior to this era, such as the frequent use of stock characters in the roles of valets and femmes de chambre.   
† In the Pacific Northwest Ballet’s production, Boal and Fullington used the Justamant manuscript to 
reconstruct the groupings in this section. During Moyna’s variation, the corps dancers remain in small 
groups and during Zulma’s solo they make clusters of three. They do not interact with one another as they 
make these geometric shapes. 
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connotation of the Third Estate was later transformed into the positive idea of the general 

will, but here variations on the two modes of depicting most of society are juxtaposed 

with one another. In Giselle’s second act, the white ensemble’s simultaneous, flowing, 

and precise movement would have been perceived as a sign of virtue. Through this 

juxtaposition, Giselle presents an example of the subtle ways in which Revolutionary 

ideologies left traces of historical memory in mid-century ballets, albeit devoid of their 

original political signification, but certainly recognizable to the audience members who 

had lived through the Revolution and the Terror.  

In Giselle, the villagers represent individuals, analogous to the farmers of the third 

estate, while the women in white signify bodies without the power of speech analogous to 

Robespierre’s egalitarian, virtuous citizens. The first act of the ballet, then, presents a 

continuation of eighteenth-century traditions of ensemble dancing, in which individuals 

are clearly demarcated through the power of speech. For example, in the scene “Retour 

de la vendange et valse,” the twelve female dancers who perform the waltz enter 

individually or in small groups, communicating as they enter (as though they were 

chatting) and holding hands like friends. The first dancer to enter hugs Giselle, and they 

begin a brief exchange. Some dancers carry baskets of grapes; others indicate through 

pantomime that they have been harvesting. Even within pairs, there is no symmetry or 

easily discernible pattern. When Giselle speaks through pantomime, the dancers respond 

to her individually. When she suggests they stop working and dance, only one responds, 

repeating the mime gesture signifying dance.  

 The members of the corps de ballet in Act II execute no such gestures. Here, in 

the “Grand pas des Wilis,” the dancers make formations at particular points in the music, 
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neither communicating via mime, nor acknowledging one another. This is not to say that 

the Wilis are not characters. On the contrary, they are the ghosts of women who died the 

night before their wedding day, who now lure young men to their death by dancing.* Nor 

does there exist any evidence in the ballet’s libretto or the early critical reviews in La 

Presse and the Journal des Débats that the Wilis, aside from Myrtha, their queen, 

conversed with one another or represented individual voices. Rather, they expressed their 

character directly through dance and music.  

Dance historians know little about the dance steps executed by these Wilis in the 

first minutes of the original version of the “fantastic ball,” but as the Wilis join together 

for the waltz before Giselle enters, they begin for the first time to function as a single 

body. In the powerful “chugs” that crisscross the stage and form the recurring diagonal, 

they act as a unified ensemble, deriving their power from collective identity rather than 

individual voices. In fact, some audience members still perceived the collective, patriotic 

elements of the ballet’s second act. One parodist pointed to them explicitly: 

Tous ces mânes femelles, toutes ces ombres de jolies filles sont couvertes 

de jupons à la mode, garnies de tournures en crinoline, chaussées de 

souliers de satin, coiffées dans le dernier goût et peintes en rouge sur les 

joues, en blanc sur les bras, et en bleu sur les veines; ce qui prouve 

                                                
* Gautier originally imagined that several of the Wilis represented distinct nationalities. (Théophile Gautier 
and Jules-Herni Vernoy de Saint-Georges, Giselle, ou les Wilis: ballet fantastique en deux Actes, reprinted 
in Marian Smith, Ballet and Opera in the Age of Giselle [Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
2000], 222.) There is no evidence, however, that Gautier’s idea was included in the choreography aside 
from references in Adolphe Adam’s score. As  Marian Smith explains, “Audiences of the nineteenth 
century . . . would have grasped the ethnic references in the brief snippets of Spanish- and Indian-sounding 
music that Adam wove into the waltz for the ‘fantastic ball’ scene of Act Two.” (Marian Smith, Ballet and 
Opera in the Age of Giselle [Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2000], 192.)  Additionally, 
Gautier’s initial plan to include national costumes in the ballet’s second act was dropped before the 
premiere (Ibid., 193). 
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incontestablement deux choses: la première, que les enfers sont peuplés de 

coiffeurs, de couturières et de cordonniers; la seconde que Pluton a arboré 

les trois couleurs. Bravo, Pluton! La Marseillaise! la Marseillaise!64 

But the women in white in this parody are no longer virtuous. They are not merely 

ridiculous, but are the embodiment of Revolutionary vice, tied to the Ancien Régime 

through their crinoline bustles and haute couture, and to the Revolution through their 

Revolutionary colors but also through action substituted for speech. Through their 

bloodthirstiness and destructive tendencies, they represent the antithesis of Robespierre’s 

women in white.  

Although this dancing mass did not voice itself with words, at least in the terms 

that equated words with pantomime in the ballet d’action, the corps did express itself. 

The Wilis demonstrated a mode of expressing shades of narrative meaning and emotion 

without the discursive in dance. Even more powerful than language-based pantomimic 

dialogue, yet divorced from the narrative silence of decorative divertissements, the 

dancing in the ballet blanc allowed the corps to voice itself poetically, through both 

action and feeling, free of ancien régime pantomime’s grammar and syntax.  

 Furthermore, the Wilis’ passion for dance, like that of Filippo Taglioni’s “filles de 

la nature,” was tremendously important, despite the fact that their dance contributed 

comparatively little to the ballet’s narrative flow. Instead, it was the visual incarnation of 

female eroticism, generally perceived negatively. As one critic wittily remarked,  

Ces Willis, on le voit, sont un peu piquées de la tarentule, et au temps de 

Louis XIII on les eût crues atteintes de la danse de Saint-Gui. Pauvres 

jeunes femmes! elles aimaient le bal avant leur mort, elles l’aiment après; 
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à tout prix il leur faut des farandoles, du bruit, de la musique. En vérité, 

elles ressemblent à bien des dames qui vivent.65  

These women may have danced like the general will, but they no longer 

represented it. Instead, they now represented real women in a highly gendered 

construction. Although the clarity of Revolutionary meaning present in the mythological 

ballets had faded, traces remained. In late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century 

criticism, ballets that included dancing unjustified in the libretto by narrative events 

tended to be cause for negative judgment. In this review, a new social reading of 

Giselle’s second act became possible. The women of the corps de ballet represented their 

contemporary, real-life counterparts, caught up in the waltz that had become all the rage 

during the close of the First Empire.  

If, as I have argued, the social contract can be presumed to be implicit in audience 

interpretations of the corps de ballet (at least through the early 1840s), then this corps, 

which did not “speak” through pantomime, did not create a single, unified voice. Instead, 

it transformed a group of dancers into a uniform unit that, in discursive terms, had no 

voice at all, but instead, demonstrating a third type of muteness, acted out its meaning 

rather than communicating a message. The parodist’s interpretation of Giselle cited above 

represents a last ironic reading of the women in white, who no longer denoted the general 

will but instead a parody of Ancien Régime aristocracy and the brutal underside of the 

violence of the Reign of Terror.  

 In an analogous mode, the move from the purely discursive narrative paradigm of 

the eighteenth century to a paradigm in which audiences read poetic/figurative meanings 

in movement represents one of the key changes in ballet structure that took place in the 
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early nineteenth century. More than superficial similarities link the citoyennes in white 

tunics and the Romantic corps de ballet in white tulle. Pierre Gardel’s hybrid career is 

especially noteworthy in this respect, given the changes he made to the structure of 

ensemble dances beginning around the year 1800, marking a distinct break in his style 

after he worked on the fêtes nationales. Through Gardel, the citoyennes and the Romantic 

corps de ballet share both a history and an implied ideology.  

Embedded within the depiction of collective groups of women (whether they 

symbolized social utopias or dystopias) existed the seeds of a new artistic Zeitgeist 

moving away from dance-making in a literary context. Rather than seeking to replicate 

literary or language-based texts onstage, the new ballets-pantomimes broadened the 

scope of dance beyond the expressive potential of the ballet d’action. While some 

audience members may still have discerned traces of the general will in the ballet blancs, 

the choreographers and librettists who created them increasingly sought new terms with 

which to represent the social body. As musicologist Annegret Fauser says, “The musical 

and gestural space between the often diegetic, patterned dance (which has become the 

predominant mode of classical ballet in the twentieth century) on the one hand, and the 

narrative impetus of nineteenth-century ballet-pantomime on the other, points toward a 

sophisticated semiotic field.”66 This sophisticated semiotic field includes musical, 

gestural, and even textual signs as well as the more figurative signs present in the new 

group dances.  

The new group dances dispensed with the general will and embraced the 

embodied, poetic realm of movement. They conveyed what the word-bound mime of the 

ballet d’action could not, lending ballet a new expressive power neither originating in the 
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discursive text, nor signifying a complete break from it. During the Romantic era, the 

professional scenarist became “a collaborator in his own right” and replaced the ballet 

master in the key role of writing a ballet’s libretto, with the latter now being only 

responsible for the creation of dance and mime.67 These professional scenarists, writers 

rather than dancers by trade, provided ballet masters with scenarios that contained more 

figurative meaning than the action-driven narratives of the eighteenth century. 

Translating these stories into movement required the development of the danced analog 

to figurative language present in the ballet blanc, the fusion of action and expression that 

diverged from the aria-recitative structure.  

The evolution of the ballet blanc provides one explanation for the permanent shift 

away from the idea of balletic “unity of design” and its implication of crafting an 

Aristotelian narrative.* By the mid-nineteenth century, with the acceptance of a more 

evocative mode of conveying a story, ballet freed itself to diverge structurally from both 

the discursive theater upon which it had previously modeled itself and from the operatic 

structure of recitative and aria. In other words, this new ballet became more and more 

purely theatrical. Like Diderot’s ideal for the drame bourgeois (which Noverre never 

attained), the new ballets blancs were an expressive type of theater based on acting (and 

here, dancing) but including no spoken lines. Libretti for ballets-pantomimes, then, were 

no longer the sole bearer of a ballet’s content.† Choreography, as in the Fleur-des-

Champs model, became a second way of conveying action, and therefore narrative. This 
                                                
* Noverre argued that ballets “exigent absolument une unité de dessein, afin que toutes les Scenes se 
rapprochent et aboutissent au même but” (Jean Georges Noverre, Lettres sur la danse, et sur les ballets  
[Lyon: Delaroche, 1760], 124).  
† Lynn Garafola alludes to this transition away from the conception of ballet as narrative when she explains 
that in the nineteenth century, “for the first time, a ballet was seen as entailing a set combination of texts 
rather than being solely identified by its libretto.” See “Introduction,” in Rethinking the Sylph, ed. Lynn 
Garafola (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1997), 1. 
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new model for expressing narrative, however, was not only present in the ballet blanc. 

Rather, it carried over into the wide range of subgenres that characterized the ballet-

pantomime, and which I will discuss in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 5 

Art for Art’s Sake 

La danse peut révéler tout ce que la musique recèle de 

mystérieux, et elle a de plus le mérite d’être humaine et 

palpable. La danse, c’est la poésie avec des bras et des 

jambes, c’est la matière, gracieuse et terrible, animée, 

embellie par le mouvement. 

—Baudelaire, “La Fanfarlo” (1847) 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Legendary status has been attributed to the ballets-pantomimes La Sylphide (1832/36) 

and Giselle (1841), discussed in the preceding chapter. In this chapter, however, I would 

like to broaden my analysis of the same period to include works that are not part of the 

modern canon. My goal in doing so is to address thematic and choreographic links 

between ballets-pantomimes containing ballets blancs and this larger Romantic ballet. I 

will begin by addressing the shift in working practices to what I characterize as a three-

creator system (librettist, composer, choreographer) in which the ballet master was no 

longer necessarily the person primarily responsible for a ballet’s libretto. I will then 

address the simultaneous shift in values toward choreographic stability and increased 

quantities of dancing that conveyed action. Then I will discuss two types of ballets not 

treated in Chapter 4. Finally, I will address the role of the critic in the development of the 

perceived divide between these types of ballets, specifically focusing on the link between 
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the idea of “l’art pour l’art,” these critics’ formalist leanings, and their failure to perceive 

the thematic links between these types of ballets.   

 Dance historian and literary scholar Sarah Davies Cordova explains that French 

Romantic ballets-pantomimes “tended to fall into one of four, albeit overlapping, 

categories.”1 First, there were those ballets, discussed in the preceding chapter, which 

combined an act that took place among the living with one that transported the ballet’s 

male hero into a supernatural or fantastic world. These are the ballets that the most 

famous Romantic critics, Théophile Gautier (1811-1872) and Jules Janin (1804-1874) 

immortalized through their lavish praise of female heroines. Second were those that 

utilized a “devilish character who allows the male hero to experiment with relationship 

choices.”2 Third were plots that questioned French normative social and political values 

and staged a political alternative, often taking place in an exotic location. Fourth were 

those which featured a heroine “caught in another class or in a different culture’s caste 

system,” but who eventually returns to her proper place in society.3 I will not treat the 

fourth type in this chapter given that these ballets’ rise to prominence occurs after the 

time period I am studying. Even though one of these ballets, La Gipsy, did indeed 

premier in 1839, I will not discuss it here as it is an exception to the general ballet-

pantomime form. Indeed, Gautier referred disapprovingly to La Gipsy as a ballet 

d’action, an eighteenth-century throwback lacking in spectacle, rather than a ballet-

pantomime.4  Although the ballet is thematically linked to the plots of the Romantic 

ballet, the relationship between dance and narrative was different than in many of the 

ballets-pantomimes of the era. 
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Although ballets outside of these four narrative paradigms did exist, Cordova’s 

system emphasizes that despite the variety of ballets-pantomimes shown at the Paris 

Opéra in the 1830s and 1840s, these ballets largely fell into pre-established categories, 

allowing them to be more easily understood by audience members. At the same time, she 

shows that only some ballets-pantomimes juxtaposed real and supernatural worlds. On 

the contrary, ballets-pantomimes displayed considerable breadth of subject matter. 

However, most works reveal marked thematic parallels with Cordova’s first narrative 

type. 

 

LIBRETTIST, COMPOSER, CHOREOGRAPHER 

 During the Romantic era, Lynn Garafola explains, “for the first time, a ballet was 

seen as entailing a set combination of texts rather than being solely identified by its 

libretto.”5 This set combination of texts was made up of a libretto, a musical score, and a 

ballet’s choreography (or dance “text”). As part of this shift—and this is more surprising 

than it sounds—audiences expected each of these elements to be present in a ballet’s 

performance. This included the same (or at least similar) choreography.* 

This idea of choreography as a stable element of a ballet became visible even 

before the advent of the Romantic ballet in the 1830s. Reviewing the chronically 

unpopular ballet Les amours d’Antoine et Cléopâtre (1808) by Jean-Pierre Aumer (1776-
                                                
* Due in part to the role of the critic, who described narrative rather than dancing, it is difficult to determine 
how closely performances of the same ballet resembled each other in the eighteenth century. As Carol G. 
Marsh and Rebecca Harris-Warrick have shown, at least one eighteenth-century ballet master attempted to 
notate his action ballet. (Carol G. Marsh and Rebecca Harris-Warrick, “Putting Together a Pantomime 
Ballet,” in The Grotesque Dancer on the Eighteenth-Century Stage: Gennaro Magri and His World, eds. 
Rebecca Harris-Warrick and Bruce Alan Brown [Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005], 231-78). 
Yet ballet masters often also “restaged” works by Noverre, meaning that they presented a ballet depicting 
the actions contained in the famous ballet master’s libretto that was unlikely to resemble Noverre’s 
choreography.  
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1833), one critic complained that “Cet infortuné ballet est donc enfin remis [en scène, i.e. 

restaged] si l’on peut parler ainsi, et s’il est permis de dire qu’on remet un ballet qui n’a 

jamais été mis d’une manière stable et solide.”6 No matter that the critic disliked the 

production; the issue that surfaces here is the expectation that a ballet-pantomime ought 

to conform at least in part to its original form. In this critic’s eyes, a ballet should be like 

a musical composition: subject to the requisite changes that are part of performance. 

Analytic philosopher Nelson Goodman’s terminology regarding scores and 

notation provides a framework in which to discuss issues related to the stability of the 

work and the shift that resulted from the implementation of the three-creator system. For 

Goodman, the term “score” is broader than the traditional meaning in which it signifies a 

“complete composition.”7 Rather, a score “defines a work” and its identity.8 In this 

manner, scores allow for the evaluation of what Goodman terms “compliant 

performances,” or performances that satisfy the notation provided in the score.9 Scores 

are different from the discursive language present in a libretto. Indeed, as Goodman 

notes, “None of our usual natural languages is a notational system.”10 A libretto, 

consequently cannot notate a ballet in the full sense of the term. At the same time, 

however, neither can any of the other methods discussed later in this chapter. Susan 

Leigh Foster points to the “choreographer’s authorship of [the libretto and the 

choreography] as proof of their exchangeability” prior to the Romantic ballet.11 

 Returning to the nineteenth-century critic quoted above, his question about the 

stability of Aumer’s ballet points out the fact that the issue of “compliant performances” 

(although discussed in different terms) was problematic regardless of whether or not a 

score that allows for the verification of performances exists. In the critic’s terms, 
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performances of the same work should at least be comparable to one another. Yet not 

only critics addressed this issue. Aumer was indeed interested in the creation of a form of 

notation for recording ballets that would allow for their future production.  

Aumer’s partial notation falls on the spectrum between a true score and an aide-

mémoire, or a device that might help an assistant already familiar with the choreography 

to restage it. Indeed, Aumer’s working practices can be seen as emblematic of the 

transition toward the “set combination of texts” mentality. Aumer worked during the 

transitional period between the ballet d’action and the advent of the Romantic ballet, a 

period we could identify as the late pre-Romantic ballet. All of Aumer’s ballets were 

strongly anchored in narrative, but they were also choreographically complex. 

Additionally, his working papers indicate that the choreography of his ballets remained 

roughly the same from production to production. Aumer used a system of extensive 

rehearsal notes and annotated violon répétiteurs (violin-conductor scores used in 

rehearsal) to link dance and narrative to music.* The notes in the violon répétiteurs can be 

classified into two categories. First, constituting the greater number, are notes that 

describe narrative action and pantomime. These notes link a ballet’s narrative to its 

music. Also within this category are the images in Aumer’s notebooks (Figure 5-1) that 

depict important elements in a ballet’s narrative and are linked to the music through a 

numbering system.† More explicit in their pantomime instruction than, say, Noverre’s 

                                                
* Violin-conductors were typical in ballet orchestras of this period. David A. Day indicates that this 
tradition continued “even after opera was conducted by baton . . . [due to the violin-conductor’s] customary 
responsibilities, unknown today, for accompanying rehearsals and in some cases for arranging the ballet 
music” (David A. Day, “The annotated violon répétiteur and Early Romantic Ballet at the Théâtre Royal de 
Bruxelles [1815-1830].” PhD diss., New York University, 2008. ProQuest [UMI: 3307738]), 123. 
† Day indicates in his extensive catalog of Aumer’s works that Aumer’s annotated répétiteurs can be 
matched to specific points in Aumer’s rehearsal notebooks following the numbering system present in both 
documents. In some cases, the répétiteur also indicates that the action of the ballet should follow the 
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ballets, the notes in the violon répétiteurs for Aumer’s ballets tend to indicate dialogue 

through the phrases, “elle dit…” or “il dit…”  

 

 
Figure 5-6. Aumer’s Notes for Aline, reine de Golconde, ballet-pantomime en trois actes (1823). Bibliothèque de 
l’Opéra 

 

Figure 5-7. Aumer’s Notes for Aline, reine de Golconde, ballet-pantomime en trois actes (1823). Bibliothèque de 
l’Opéra. 

                                                                                                                                            
instructions in the printed scenario at a given point. (Ibid., 148-49.) See also Fonds Aumer (F-Po) and 
Fonds patrimoniaux (F-BO). 
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Figure 5-8. Aumer’s Notes for Aline, reine de Golconde, ballet-pantomime en trois actes (1823). Bibliothèque de 
l’Opéra. 

Second, Aumer’s rehearsal notebooks contain a many diagrams describing large 

danced ensemble scenes. To give a brief example (see Figures 5-2 and 5-3): in Aumer’s 

notes for Aline, reine de Golconde (1823), x’s and o’s represent members of the corps de 

ballet, and the changing of the location of these signs (connected in some cases by dotted 

lines) on the page appears to indicate crossings and formation shifts. In other ballets, such 

as Les Deux Tantes Jadis et Aujourd’hui (1816), which Aumer refers to as a féerie, 

formations for both corps de ballet and soloist dancers were written into the same 

sketches, using signs for corps members and names for soloists. Theoretically speaking, 

Aumer’s system represents one example of a growing preoccupation with a ballet’s 

choreography as a crucial element of a its identity. At the same time, it is important to 

emphasize that at this time, choreography remains part and parcel of an elaboration of 

narrative structure. 

 And yet, despite the continuing importance of pantomime in conveying a ballet’s 

narrative, nineteenth-century critics valued pure dancing more than eighteenth-century 

critics had. Reviewing Louis Henry’s ballet L’Île des pirates (1835), Janin complained 

that, “Malheureusement on ne peut pas toujours danser dans un ballet.”12 Critics also 

demonstrated a growing aversion to pantomime, which, they claimed, got in the way of 
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the dancing, but which some critics also disliked outright.* In the nineteenth century, this 

was a stranger point of view than it might first seem, given that pantomime as I have 

shown in the prior chapters had always been the enabling condition for the presentation 

of balletic narrative. One critic used the conceit of the foreigner unfamiliar with ballet to 

show his distaste for pantomime. The anonymous critic of La Gazette musicale de Paris 

explained that he found the use of gesture to replace speech absurd.13 For the foreigner he 

described, however, it was more than absurd; it was incomprehensible. According to the 

critic, “un jeune Arabe, nouvellement arrivé a Paris,” mistakenly identified the female 

dancers at the Paris Opéra as mutes. “J’ai été surpris de la beauté de vos femmes 

muettes,” he remarked, “il est rare que ces êtres incomplets ne joignent pas à ce défaut 

quelque autre infirmité plus ou moins apparente.”14 

 The foreigner’s observation is important for several reasons. First, it identifies the 

cultural specificity of French ballet-pantomime. Here, the young Arab is unable to 

understand the evening’s performance, but, as I showed in Chapter 3, the foreigner 

unable to understand or identify ballet as such was a trope used by critics and literati in 

the eighteenth century as well. These foreigners provided a mirror through which to show 

how ridiculous (in the view of the critics) these performances might be when taken out of 

context. Second, the foreigner calls attention to the use of mute language to tell a story. In 

fact, later in the exchange, he purportedly tells the critic that he does not understand why 

the use of spoken language would be forbidden within this performance genre. Such a 

                                                
* For a discussion of complaints regarding pantomime during the Romantic era, see Marian Smith, “About 
the House,” in Reading Critics Reading: Opera and Ballet Criticism in France from the Revolution to 
1848, eds. Roger Parker and Mary Ann Smart (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 221-25. Smith 
notes however, that this sort of comment “began to appear only in the 1830s and 1840s.” In fact, confusion 
regarding pantomime and its alleged inability to properly convey dialogue or narrative extends back well 
into the eighteenth century. See Chapter 2, p. 83-84.  
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proscription, he argues, is equivalent to telling dancers that they can only dance on one 

foot or that writers ought to use only a certain number of words. In this manner, he 

foregrounds the continuing deeply narrative nature of the performance he is describing. 

Finally, in calling attention to the beauty of the dancers whom he identifies as mute 

women, he points out a common element in the performance reviews by this new breed 

of critic.   

 Despite doubts about pantomime as an effective narrative tool, language and 

dance remained deeply intertwined. This is an issue that musicologist Marian Smith 

addresses in her book Ballet and Opera in the Age of Giselle. Smith asserts that “ballet-

pantomime at the Opéra in the 1830s and 1840s depended far more upon words than we 

have imagined,” pointing specifically to the onstage sign containing text, the libretto, the 

instrumental recitative, and the air parlant as means of expressing the words necessary to 

convey a ballet-pantomime’s meaning.15 Although the onstage sign, instrumental 

recitative, and air parlant declined in the 1830s, the latter was replaced, Smith explains, 

by music that more subtly evoked human speech.16 Like the ballet d’action, these ballets, 

both prior to and extending into the 1830s, were deeply narrative.  

Despite the close link between ballet and narrative, certain critics acted in ways 

that distanced them from dance’s linguistic and narrative elements. The creatures that 

these critics preferred were the silent Wilis and sylphs, joined sometimes by exotic or 

foreign women, who communicated not through pantomime, but through a fusion of 

action and expression. In many cases, these dancers, whether Wilis or ladies of the 

harem, were also voluptuous characters titillating to an audience attending the ballet for 

pleasure. Foster makes the claim that supernatural creatures were, as the conditions of 
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their invention attest, “Shunted into the diminished realm of the bodily and the 

inconsequential domain of the feminine and dismissed as evanescent and amorphous, 

lacking even the capacity to be notated, ballet arrived in the land of love.”17 I would not 

take this claim so far—what to make of the heavily narrativized nature of ballets 

criticized above?—yet Foster has hit upon an important truth regarding what spectators 

and critics alike considered to be important. In fact, critics emphasized the “evanescent 

and amorphous” elements of the Romantic ballet.  

It is during this period that the critic becomes for the first time an essential and 

constructive voice that determines what spectators see and understand when they attend 

ballet performances. Indeed, Romantic critics begin to play an interventionist role, as had 

Diderot in both the Salons and the eighteenth-century drame bourgeois. In fact, Gautier 

argued that critics who did not create art themselves had no grounds on which to evaluate 

the creations of others.18 The new critic thus sharply differs from his eighteenth-century 

predecessor, who recounted narrative without analyzing it.* Romantic critics discussed 

two elements of these ballets. They evaluated narrative, but they also described and 

evaluated dancing. It would therefore be difficult to discuss the shift in how ballet was 

perceived during the Romantic era without discussing the vital role of the critics who 

made reading and talking about ballet into a French national undertaking and in so doing, 

changed the public perception of what was important, meaningful and distinctive about 

ballet. 

 

 

 
                                                
* See Chapter 1, p. 27. 
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WRITING ABOUT THE ROMANTIC BALLET 

 The growing importance of the dance critic as a public or intellectual figure in his 

own right began to be recognized, even within the literary corpus of the day. French poet 

and essayist Charles Baudelaire’s short story “La Fanfarlo” (1847), for example, 

encapsulates the relationship between the Romantic ballerina and critic. In it, Samuel 

Cramer, a failed artist and budding dance writer, uses his reviews to boost the dancer 

Fanfarlo’s success and win her love. This performer-critic relationship was not limited, 

however, to fiction. In fact, performance scholar Lucia Ruprecht describes the Romantic 

era as “a symbiosis between the performed and the written, between dancer and critic,” 

an assertion that foregrounds the important role that the critic played in the shaping of 

perceptions about the Romantic ballet.19   

 Dance criticism reached a substantially broader audience in the nineteenth century 

than it had in the eighteenth. The 1800s brought about the rise of the feuilleton, which 

was a supplement to the political newspapers that often included art criticism. By reading 

the feuilleton, members of the public who had not attended a performance could 

appreciate it, as they sometimes included illustrations along with the descriptions of the 

dance. In this manner too, they were privy to the display of the female body that occurred 

on the mid-nineteenth-century stage.  

Indeed, the female body as erotic object of contemplation became for the first 

time an explicit element of the balletic enterprise—and the bodies that were chosen as 

such did not depict the quotidian. These eroticized bodies were linked with the mute, the 

exotic, and the supernatural. Expanding on the voyeurism already latent in some of these  
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Figure 5-4. “Valse favorite de Giselle” (1841). Bibliothèque nationale de France. 

performances, this new reading audience could follow the careers of famous ballerinas 

and read the newly fantastic or exotic stories they portrayed onstage. In addition to 
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reading about these dancers, illustrations and lithographs (see Figure 5-3) also provided a 

means for the public to familiarize themselves with ballets and ballerinas. Critics also 

pointed to what spectators were missing by not attending a performance. They 

characterized ballerinas by their “grâce aérienne”20 and their “légèreté,”21 and more than 

one ballerina was criticized for her failure to attain these ideals. Reviewing a Molière 

festival at the Théâtre Français in which a divertissement from La Sylphide (the epitome 

of the ballet based on “grâce aérienne”) had replaced an act of Le Bourgeois 

gentilhomme, Janin complained that Taglioni’s choreography was “dansé par je ne sais 

quelle sylphide terrestre aux ailes de plomb.”22  

This shift toward praise for ballerinas’ lightness and grace was paired with 

increased descriptions of the actual dancing, which had only rarely been part of criticism 

of the ballet d’action. Critics now took up questions of virtuosity, pointing out 

unnecessarily difficult dance steps. Pleasing or unattractive choreography could result in 

the success or failure of a ballet, whereas a well- or poorly-conceived narrative no longer 

necessarily did so. Indeed, one was not always linked to the other.  

The period between the zenith of the ballet d’action and the advent of the 

Romantic ballet represents therefore a significant shift in critical perspective. During 

these decades critics continued to recount a ballet’s narrative, but devoted increasing 

space to descriptions of dancing and demonstrated the beginnings of the shift in values I 

described above. Additionally, they tended to devote more space to questions of narrative 

when, as I will discuss later, they deemed a ballet’s story inappropriate. Dance historian 

John V. Chapman asserts that C. (as Castil-Blaze signed his reviews) and Julien Louis 

Geoffroy (his predecessor at the Journal des débats) “took a traditional ballet d’action 
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approach within which ballet had to be dramatically expressive if it was to be of value.”23 

These critics, Chapman continues, “believed that dance was the mechanical part of the art 

and that true artistic expression was possible only through the expressive potential of 

pantomime.”24 Nevertheless, one can argue that Castil-Blaze represented the beginning of 

a transition in values that allowed later reviewers such as Théophile Gautier and Jules 

Janin to embrace a new critical approach.  

For example, reviewing Jean-Antoine Petipa’s ballet Le Berger de la Sierra-

Morena (1815) at the Théâtre de la Porte Saint-Martin, Castil-Blaze remarked that “Ce 

n’est donc pas par le fond [i.e., the story] que se recommande le ballet nouveau, mais par 

la forme [i.e., the dancing]. Il y a de la grâce dans la manière dont les dessins sont 

tracés.”25 The following year, he asserted that “La musique, les décorations, et surtout 

l’exécution des danses, voilà ce qui fait le mérite d’une pantomime.”26 Stories, for Castil-

Blaze, were less important than dancing and the other elements that made up a ballet. At 

the same time, dance could not exist without a narrative. Castil-Blaze considered dance 

for dance’s sake to be inappropriate within the context of a ballet-pantomime. He wasted 

no time in expressing his dissatisfaction with Aumer’s ballet Les Pages du Duc de 

Vendôme (1820): 

C’est vrai que l’auteur appelle son ouvrage un ballet, et qu’il craint d’y 

ajouter l’épithète ordinaire: ballet-pantomime. Cette réticence prouve qu’il 

a senti le défaut de sa composition; il eût été plus sage de le corriger. . . 

Allongez les ballets, ne veut pas dire, prodiguez les danses sans nécessité, 

multipliez les pas sans motifs, faites succéder pendant trois quarts d’heure 

les entrées les unes aux autres, dans la seule intention de passer une revue 
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générale de tous les sujets de la danse [soloists]; mais cela veut dire: 

Imaginez une action variée, où des tableaux de différens genres trouvent 

naturellement leur place, et présentent une série aussi longue qu’il sera 

possible de scènes qui concourent à l’action principale, et lui servent à la 

fois de développement de décoration.27  

Castil-Blaze’s internal debate between the merits of dance and those of narrative 

remained a theme of his dance criticism. He lamented not the presence of additional 

dancing, but the presence of additional dancing that did not contribute to the development 

of the ballet’s principal action, values that still aligned with the ballet d’action’s unity of 

design.* 

 Castil-Blaze wrote for the Journal des débats from 1815 to 1827, promoting these 

values. As Chapman points out, an important shift in critical perspective occurred around 

the time Castil-Blaze stopped writing. Until this time, Chapman argues, critics had been 

unsympathetic to the shift toward greater dancing in ballets-pantomimes, and had 

concentrated on explaining and discussing narratives and their implementation in dance, 

rather than the dances themselves.28 (This is still a major shift from the eighteenth-

century model that did not include such analysis.) Although both dance and narrative 

represented important values in criticism during this fifteen-year period, a marked shift 

away from the description of narrative did not occur until the end of Castil-Blaze’s 

tenure. One critic even mentioned that he would not go to the pains of recounting the plot 

of La Sylphide, as everyone knew it already.29 Yet not every ballet performed during this 

era told a story familiar to the audience. 

 
                                                
* See Chapter 2, p. 74-77. 
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SUBJECT MATERIAL FOR THE BALLET-PANTOMIME 

Romantic ballets-pantomimes spanned a range of themes and plot types, including the 

four narrative or thematic paradigms Cordova describes: juxtaposition of real and 

supernatural worlds, plots including devil characters in which the hero experiments with 

relationships, exotic settings that question French normative values, and stories involving 

orphans or young girls caught in the wrong social class. Prior to examining how these 

plot types functioned, however, it is important to consider the broader changes in the 

narrative structure of the Romantic ballet as compared to the ballet d’action.  

 Unlike the latter, Romantic ballets did not rely on the duality of dance and action.* 

Rather, beginning in the first decades of the nineteenth century, choreographers began to 

meld the two elements together into a single composition. In addition to using the 

language-based tools Smith describes to communicate narrative structure, creators of 

ballets-pantomimes also used a combination of narrative, music, and dance to convey 

moods as well as a fusion of action and expression to the audience. As discussed in 

Chapter 4, the ballet blanc constitutes one important example. Foster asserts that “certain 

ballets, most notably La Sylphide or Giselle, or Coppélia (1887) or Swan Lake (1877), 

pitched their plots so as to reabsorb into a single theatrical presence the disparate domains 

of virtuosity and drama.”30 Sylphs, Wilis, and swans must all dance not just in moments 

of celebration, but in order to express plot-advancing content. With the downplaying of 

pantomime “language,” dance became the only means of expressing action as well as 

emotion. Through dance’s new capacity to express action, new narratives types of 

narratives became possible, which in turn affected the type and quantity of dancing in a 

ballet.  
                                                
* See Chapter 4, p. 173-75. 
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For their subject material, Romantic ballets-pantomimes drew on popular fiction 

and its focus on “the fantastic, the exotic, and the gothic.”31 These genres, once allied 

with grotesque dance, created a type of narrative more in keeping with the French 

theater’s drame bourgeois, and like this, the new narratives provided a mirror for the 

spectator to grapple with a range of societal issues.* In the case of ballet, these included 

violence, nationalism, and marital problems.32 This represented a marked departure from 

the celebratory themes—marriage was common—of the dance scenes found in the ballet 

d’action. Although one of the goals of the ballet d’action had been to create work in the 

serious genre, dancers generally expressed serious actions through mime rather than 

dancing. Additionally, the public found certain subjects to be too serious for the ballet 

stage, including the scene in Les Horaces et les Curiaces in which Horatius shows the 

bloody scarf to Camille, discussed in Chapter 3. Foster notes that “Up through the 1820s, 

the equation of dancing with lightness and happiness had necessitated a comic plot. Now 

the possibility that dancing could metaphorize transitivity and loss pivoted theatrical 

dance conventions toward new plots and new characters.”33 Although the best-known of 

these ballets remain La Sylphide and Giselle, numerous ballets of the era attempted to 

tackle loss and domestic problems in different ways. Others dealt with the newly 

problematized status of women. As dance historian Joellen A. Meglin has shown, La 

Révolte au sérail, which I will later discuss in more depth, reflected what at first appeared 

to be the status of emancipated women, but what turned out to be worker exploitation and 

class struggle. These problems, however, were hidden beneath “production elements . . . 

that trumpeted images of female sexuality and prostitution.”34    

                                                
* See Chapter 3, p. 111-12. 
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Returning to Cordova’s second plot type, however, in Le Diable boiteux (1836), 

very loosely based on Alain-René Lesage’s 1707 novel of the same title, a devil character 

allows the hero to explore various romantic partnerships. One key difference between the 

ballet and Lesage’s novel lies in the deployment of the devil’s magical powers and 

differentiates the ballet from Lesage’s novel. Rather than lifting roofs to view the 

“tragedies and farces of humanity,” as the devil Asmodeus does in the novel, in the ballet, 

according to Meglin, Asmodeus accesses “women’s private spaces—often for voyeuristic 

purposes.”35 Voyeurism is a key element that links these narrative types together. 

However close to home the setting (e.g. an eighteenth-century Madrid that bears all the 

hallmarks of nineteenth-century Paris), the ballet’s views of private spaces mirror the 

exoticism found in works that depict both exotic locales and the supernatural or 

otherworldly*. Additionally, although Asmodeus’ magical powers are taken for granted in 

the ballet, they bring an element of the supernatural that allows for voyeurism, analogous 

in this function to what we have already seen occurring with the eroticization of the 

female body in the ballet blanc. 

Le Diable boiteux opens at a masked ball that introduces the ballet’s male hero, 

Cleophas (played by Joseph Mazilier at the premiere). There Cleophas attempts to seduce 

two women, each cloaked in a different color, but, on the verge of being discovered, he 

disguises himself as a woman and ultimately flees from the ball. Seeking a place to hide, 

                                                
* The works of Edgar Degas (1834-1917) are also worth mentioning at this point. Although Degas painted 
his voyeuristic images of the ballet in the 1870s, he depicted the Opéra (where the ballet was still housed) 
of this era in a similar manner to Le Diable boiteux. Degas’ paintings present the Opéra as an intimate, 
eroticized space. He rarely shows dancers onstage, but instead depicts it from in the wings or in the foyer de 
la danse, or warm-up studio. Moreover, the viewpoint is emblematized in many of these paintings by the 
presence of a man or men watching the dancers, and over whose shoulders we see the ballet; these men 
were often the lovers of the dancers (conventionally members of the wealthy Jockey Club who were 
allowed access to the foyer de la danse).  
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he stumbles into an alchemical laboratory where he first encounters the devil, who 

conjures up a grisette (or working class woman), a widow, and a dancer from the ball. At 

the end of the ballet’s first act, Asmodeus delivers Cleophas to a Moorish palace 

surrounded by a verdant landscape. 

Act II returns us, however, to Paris. It depicts the staging of a ballet within a 

ballet in the opera house’s foyer de la danse and in the wings. Cleophas and Asmodeus 

are initially refused entry to the backstage area, but the devil descends through the 

chimney to take the place of the dancing master. Cleophas soon enters, as well, in the 

company of several other gentleman, likely members of the Jockey Club.* The opening of 

the ballet nears, and the action shifts to backstage, where an entire scene from a 

divertissement has been restaged from a new vantage point. This allows the real opera-

going public to share the voyeuristic experience of life at the Opéra. But we have not, by 

returning to Paris, returned to a quotidian space. Meglin has identified a clear link 

between this second act and those of other Romantic ballets. In Le Diable boiteux, 

Meglin suggests “it is the physical contortions of ballerinas that create the aura of the 

exotic, the unnatural, the strange. The second act of the ballet allows the spectator to peek 

into closed spaces, places where the general public was not admitted, and to observe the 

ballet from privileged vantage points.”36 These dancers, however, no longer exemplify 

social norms for bodily comportment. Their physical capabilities and movement patterns 

(often shown through dancers stretching) are perceived as exotic and strange. This is the 

enabling condition for voyeurism, eroticizing what for the dancers would be a quotidian 

space. Here, in other words, the strange takes place in intimate spaces, allowing for 

                                                
* On the Jockey Club generally, see Steven Kale, French salons: high society and political sociability from 
the Old Regime to the Revolution of 1848 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 192-99. 
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voyeurism. Indeed, the ballet’s voyeuristic experience reaches its height at the end of the 

act, when Asmodeus lifts up a rooftop to allow Cleophas to peek into the salon of the 

dancer Florinde, played in the Paris production by famous ballerina Fanny Elssler, and 

see her execute her famous Spanish dance solo, the Cachucha.  

Critics and public alike praised Le Diable boiteux, appreciating its Spanish setting 

(“je ne sache une terre mieux disposée que l’Espagne pour les amours, pour la musique, 

pour la poésie, pour la danse”), costumes, and the inclusion of the Cachucha.37 Elssler’s 

rendition of the Spanish solo dance was undoubtedly a high point, for Gautier remarked 

that “Au moment où Mlle Fanny a dansé la cachoucha, les applaudissements ont 

redoublé et des fleurs lui ont été jetées de tous les points de la salle.”38 Elssler’s version 

of the dance, Janin explained, was different from the Cachucha performed by the Spanish 

dancers who had recently appeared in the French capital. Elssler, he wrote, had “ajusté à 

notre esprit et à nos mœurs tous ces emportements poétiques.”39 Her Cachucha, more 

refined and graceful, was less sensual and less abandoned than the Spanish dancers’ 

version. 

The presence in the scenario of this exotic figure links Le Diable boiteux to the 

supernatural ballets, exemplifying the radical shift in the comportment of the body in 

social space. What would have been regarded as quotidian in the Ancien Régime was 

now perceived as exotic. Dance historian Sally Banes emphasizes the dichotomy in La 

Sylphide between people and sylphs, whom she refers to as “marked by insectile 

movement and even more generally by “unnatural” movement (i.e. balletic movement 

which, parenthetically, also connotes aristocratic movement.)”40 Aristocratic or balletic 

movement would have been considered natural in the eighteenth century, but in the post-
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Revolutionary eras, even during the Restoration, it was not only considered unnatural, but 

also potentially even non-human. Applying the distinction between human and inhuman 

to social class structure, the sylph’s “aerial capabilities” might represent her association 

with an aristocratic class that male protagonist James ought not aspire to marry into. 

Extending Banes’ claim, might not the dancer more broadly, with her own aerial 

tendencies, fit into the same analogy? At the end of Le Diable boiteux as at the end of La 

Sylphide, Cleophas must choose between an exotic, forbidden partner (Florinde) and the 

security of traditional domestic life (the grisette, Paquita). He opts—as characters in this 

type of ballet do—for the simple pleasures of domesticity with Paquita over a glamorous 

but doubtless unpredictable life with Florinde.  

Florinde is more like the sylph than her costume or dance style might first imply. 

Besides her capacity to sail across the stage and her “unnatural” movement, she also, like 

the sylph, represents an alternative to the quotidian. With a narrative that celebrates 

movement (and indeed provides a window into the world of the Opéra, where dance 

movement is equated with both verbal and emotional communication), Le Diable boiteux 

thus reveals itself to be closer in style to a ballet like Giselle than one might initially 

think. In a different way, Le Diable boiteux also juxtaposes the real and the supernatural, 

bookending the ballet in contemporary Madrid and presenting the exotic and unattainable 

in between. This structure suggests that the foyer de la danse, a paradigmatically 

quotidian space, has been transformed into an exotic and perhaps even supernatural 

space, and it is only in such exotic spaces that the dance-as-expression structure has any 

place or meaning. Within that structure, the exotic and even the supernatural foyer de la 

danse provides an opportunity to include formalistic danced divertissements in the ballet. 



 

202  

 

POLITICAL ALTERNATIVES 

Cordova’s third category (the political alternative ballets) provides an interesting 

and different sort of counterpart to the ballets that contrast the real and supernatural or 

exotic worlds, as both types of ballet made special use of large groups of female dancers. 

However, in the former, rather than represent the supernatural, female dancers represent 

true-to-life women in a woman-dominated society, and sometimes even women who 

return to nature—but a nature without men. Indeed, three important ballets from the 

1830s presented narratives based on some form of what Meglin terms “women’s 

liberation.”41 Filippo Taglioni’s ballet-féerie La Révolte au sérail (also known as La 

Révolte des femmes) (1833) is set in the south of Spain, again presented as exotic. In 

Brézila, ou la tribu des femmes (1835) also by Taglioni, the young sailor Zamore 

stumbles upon a colony of women living in a “virgin forest” somewhere in the New 

World, not yet visited by any European explorers. Finally, La Volière, ou les oiseaux de 

Boccace (1838), a rare work by a female choreographer, in this case Thérèse Elssler, 

retells La Fontaine’s Boccaccio-inspired fable about Brother Philip’s geese. Rather than a 

tale of young men mistaking women for birds, however, in this case it is the men, who 

arrive at a plantation run entirely by women and are caged by the young women, who, 

never having seen men before, believe them to be rare and dangerous birds.  

 Although these ballets presented images of new, utopian, and emancipatory forms 

of government (and it is important that none of these ballets took place in France or an 

environment that might be easily compared to it), like the ballets that included ballets 

blancs, these ballets too were fundamentally concerned with the division of society, more 
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specifically the role of insiders and outsiders. They raised questions such as who does 

and does not belong to a society. More specifically, like Le Diable boiteux, they asked the 

audience to consider with whom marriage was acceptable. These ballets differed from La 

Sylphide and Giselle, however, in that marriage was not simply an issue of class or 

insider/outsider status. At the beginning of these ballets, in fact, marriage was not 

presented as an available concept at all, given the total absence of male characters in the 

settings described. Only with the (inevitable) arrival of the male character could a 

romantic partnership be considered.  

 In both Brézila and La Volière, for example, the corps of young women is initially 

more concerned with the wellbeing of society than the desires of the heroine, who in each 

case finds herself a romantic partner by the ballet’s end. In La Volière, the young women 

go out for a candlelight hunt and even when they come upon the protagonist Zoé with the 

intruder Fernand, they decide that “Il est plus sûr et plus prudent de le mettre en cage.”42 

In Brézila, Brézila’s rival Meloé discovers the lovers and, together with the queen of the 

colony, seeks their punishment.43 At the end of each ballet, the “unnatural” female-only 

societies, however, are implicitly questioned. A happy ending requires that the principal 

characters find an appropriate partner, and in each case, they accept marriage as an 

appropriate and even imperative action. As in the other ballets considered, successful 

partnerships are based upon similarity of class and race. At the conclusion of La Volière, 

not one but three couples unite, and each women is paired with a husband of her 

respective station: Théréza with the noble Don Alonzo, Zoé with his young nephew 

Fernand, and the slave woman Gunima with her husband Domingo who had sold her for 

a cask of eau-de-vie before the ballet began.  
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  Yet although these ballets end with socially accepted partnerships, the specific 

choice of the partners is never questioned. Rather, the ballets’ significant conflict 

revolves around the choice to engage in romantic partnership at all. In this manner, these 

ballets are quite similar to the works with ballets blancs, presenting groups of chaste, 

unmarried women who exude danger and overt sexuality all at once. In her discussion of 

Giselle, Banes posits that the Wilis might have reminded audience members of three 

different groups of women: activist women during the Terror, anti-nuns, and single 

working-class women. The first would have been echoed in the Wilis’ “threatening mob 

of spiteful women . . . demonstrating, rioting, taking up arms.”44 Nuns might have been 

evoked through “this reversal of Christian values in an uncontrollable gang of women 

[that] could connote sexual as well as political danger.”45 As Banes points out, the first 

ballet blanc was the Ballet of the Nuns in Meyerbeer’s opera Robert le diable (1831), 

where Marie Taglioni first seduced and enthralled Parisian audiences. Finally, Banes 

notes that the increase in the numbers of single, especially lower-class, women 

represented societal concerns about both prostitution and population decline.46 By design, 

Banes’ study does not address the exclusively female societies of La Volière and Brézila, 

yet aspects of her argument can be applied to these two ballets.* Like the Wilis, the self-

governing, unmarried virgins living outside of normative society in La Volière and 

Brézila depicted dangerous adversaries for men that might come into contact with them, 

                                                
* See Sally Banes, “Introduction,” in Dancing Women: Female bodies on stage (London: Routledge, 1998), 
1-11 for her discussion on the limitations of studying a ballet solely on the basis of its libretto and reviews. 
I have chosen nonetheless to focus on these works (which have long since disappeared from repertory) 
given the complex interplay between these ballets’ plotlines and those of Giselle and La Sylphide. Despite 
the dearth of source material, the analysis of these works illuminates broader issues of the Romantic ballet, 
especially the nature of group dances of the era.  
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capable of turning their repressed sexuality toward either lascivious dancing or violence 

directed toward men.   

 Yet the very reason for their exclusion from Banes’ study—that they do not 

remain in active repertory today (the case for the vast majority of ballets)—provides an 

interesting point of departure for an examination of how these ballets differed from La 

Sylphide. Indeed, La Volière received only four performances and Brézila only five. Both 

had the star power—of Fanny Elssler and Marie Taglioni, respectively—to survive in the 

commercial market. The problem was how the exotic was portrayed. For Janin, certain 

elements of La Volière were not appropriate subject matter for a ballet:  

Une cuisinière dans un ballet! et encore quelle cuisinière, non pas la 

cuisinière de Mlles Zoé et Théresa d’Alcarazza, mais la cuisinière de 

l’habitation, une infâme gargotière qui vient jeter une odeur de ragoût, de 

poivre et de piment parmi toutes ces nymphes légères en robes blanches. 

Une cuisinière, grand Dieu! à l’Opéra une cuisinière! . . . Pendant que la 

petite Zoé jette du riz et du blé à ses oiseaux, Gunina [la cuisinière] 

exprime par ses gestes (tel faire semblant d’agiter une casserolle ou de 

remonter un tourne-broche, ou de plumer une volaille) que s’il ne tenait 

qu’à elle, tous ces beaux oiseaux qui coutent si cher seraient mis en salmis 

ou à la broche.47 

Janin did not disapprove of “nymphes légères en robes blanches.” Rather, he disapproved 

of their being transplanted into a quotidian setting that offered little escape from reality. 

The presence of the cuisinière de l’habitation, in Janin’s opinion, destroyed the illusion 

of the exotic, otherworldly setting that the ballet otherwise might have created. A farcical 
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or even grotesque character, Gunina is the opposite of Janin’s ethereal ideal. Moreover, 

Zoe mistakes a man rather than a delicate ballerina suspended on the tips of her pointes 

for a bird. “Je comprends à toute force qu’un jeune garçon prenne une jolie fille pour un 

oiseau,” Janin mused, “mais qu’une jolie fille, pendant une heure et demie courre après 

un homme sur la pointe des pieds comme si elle voulait prendre un colibri ou un papillon, 

c’est impossible; l’homme est ridicule, la fille aussi.”48 Although the reversal of gender 

roles here creates a society that addresses marriage and societal concerns in a way similar 

to La Sylphide, this same reversal creates what Janin considered an aesthetic problem. 

For Janin, a ballet’s narrative needed to enable pure dance, which could only be 

performed by very specific character types. Pure dance, through its alignment with the 

supernatural, exotic, and inhuman and these characters’ need to dance in order to 

communicate, would in turn enable the voyeuristic structure.  

 

L’ART POUR L’ART 

Gautier and Janin were both proponents of the idea of “l’art pour l’art,” which Gautier 

elaborated in his preface to Mademoiselle de Maupin (1835). Gautier played an important 

part in the Romantic ballet, not only as a critic, but also as a librettist, responsible for the 

libretti of Giselle,  La Péri (1843), Gemma (1854), Sacountala (1858) and others. He was 

also a novelist. Yet for Gautier, art for art’s sake was closely related to the idea that art 

should not play a moralizing role in society and that it should enable the voyeuristic 

element of both novels and ballets. Gautier explained, “Il est . . . absurde de dire qu’un 

homme est un ivrogne parce qu’il décrit une orgie, un débauché parce qu’il raconte une 

débauche, que de prétendre qu’un homme est vertueux parce qu’il a fait un livre de 
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morale; tous les jours on voit, le contraire. — C’est le personnage qui parle et non 

l’auteur.”49 Art for art’s sake involved a clarification of the relationship between the 

author’s beliefs and those revealed in his work. This in turn drastically changed the 

function of art; theater and dance shifted away from the moral undertones of the drame 

bourgeois.  

This new shared critical sentiment may be one reason why nineteenth-century 

critics preferred certain types of ballets even though, as I have shown, Romantic ballets 

shared certain narrative and thematic elements. The new critical sensibility, according to 

Ruprecht, “introduced an approach to ballet criticism which united formalist sensibility 

with the emphatic language of poetry and an outspoken appreciation of physical 

beauty.”50 This new style, employed by Gautier and Janin, promoted the abstract qualities 

inherent in ballet, and devoted substantial time and space to poetic descriptions of the 

physical body moving through space. These critics demonstrated a marked preference for 

just one of the new categories of ballet that Cordova discusses, the fantastical story that 

included what was later termed a ballet blanc. It was these works rather than their 

choreographers who elevated the ballerina to star status, praised qualities of wispy 

lightness, and personified female dancers in terms of their physical attributes. Lamenting 

Marie Taglioni’s imminent departure for England, the popular novelist and critic Frédéric 

Soulié praised the dancer’s airy qualities: “Elle vole en effet, et ses ailes de sylphide vont 

l’emporter loin de nous. Que les chaînes d’or avec lesquelles on va les retenir ne vous 

soient pas fatales, belle fille de l’air! Il faut si peu de froid pour glacer les ailes diaprées 

du papillon!”51 Here Soulié likened Taglioni’s real-life persona to the fictional one she 

had already made famous in La Sylphide; the sylph’s demise at the conclusion of the 
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ballet had resulted from her possession by the ballet’s male hero, James, and consequent 

loss of her freedom. Soulié wished that he could chain Taglioni to her place at the Paris 

Opéra, but, a supernatural creature like the character she portrays, she cannot be 

contained. 

Indeed, for Janin and Gautier, two distinct character types—otherworldly 

creatures like the sylph and exotic Spanish dancers (who could also be considered 

otherworldly creatures on the basis of an extension of Banes’ claim)—allowed for their 

preferred kind of dancing. If a ballerina’s role did not leave room for it, it was up to her 

to find a way to subscribe to their ideals regardless of her character, a massive departure 

from the ballet d’action’s insistence that character be portrayed through movement.* 

Regarding Marie Taglioni’s performance in Nathalie, ou la laitière Suisse (1832), Janin 

jested, criticizing this particular ballet’s inappropriately naturalist streak, 

La sylphide s’est faite laitière, c’est M. son père qui l’a voulu . . . il est 

venu et il a rogné les ailes du sylphe; il l’a fait descendre du ciel sur les 

montagnes, il l’a attelé à une charrette pleine de légumes, il l’a accolé à un 

mannequin ignoble, notre sylphe léger! En bien! malgré son père, le 

sylphe est resté ce qu’il était, un sylphe. Attelé à la charrette, il l’a trainée 

comme traine un sylphe; accouplé au mannequin rouge, il nous a fait 

oublier le mannequin rouge à force de grâces. Le père n’y a rien fait; il en 

a été pour sa tentative et pour son drame. L’enfant est sorti vainqueur de la 

lutte; il a donné un coup de son aile au stupide ballet dans lequel on le 

compromettait.52 

                                                
* See Chapter 2, p. 81-82. 
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For Janin, the ballet’s narrative was unimportant. Ballet’s true goal, in his eyes, was to 

provide an occasion for what we might call this “otherworldly” dancing, and if a dancer 

was required to undermine the character portrayed in the ballet’s libretto, it was hardly a 

problem. What was important, Janin argued, was that the ballerina be represented as 

such, even if it meant that she was required to “donn[er] un coup de son aile au stupide 

ballet” in order to show what he considered to be her true nature. Thus, Gautier and 

Janin’s reviews point to a major shift in the perception of ballet: although Romantic 

ballets-pantomimes remained intensely narrative, certain viewers also regarded the latter 

as providing only a pretext for dancing, an excuse for the ballerina to display her sylph-

like gifts. 

 Gautier expressed something similar in the following review of Fanny Elssler’s 

reprisal of Marie Taglioni’s role as the Sylphide: 

L’Opéra, il faut le dire, manque de ballets et ne sait à quoi employer son 

armée de danseuses et de jolie figurantes; il paraît que la littérature des 

jambes est la plus difficile de toutes, car personne n’y peut réussir; les 

Mohicans malgré les coiffures en citrouilles creusées, les tabliers en 

plumes, les tomahauks, les couteaux à scalper, les maillots-saumon et tout 

le luxe de couleur locale que l’on y avait déployé, n’ont fait qu’une courte 

apparition sur le théâtre; la Volière a paru beaucoup trop enfantine et 

quelques détails gracieux n’ont pu racheter la faiblesse de l’ensemble; . . .  

[Pourtant,] le sujet de la Sylphide est un des plus heureux sujets de ballets 

que l’on puisse rencontrer, il renferme une idée touchante et poétique, 

chose rare dans un ballet et même ailleurs, et nous sommes charmés qu’il 
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soit remis au théâtre; l’action s’explique et se comprend sans peine et se 

prête aux tableaux les plus gracieux, — de plus il n’y a presque pas de 

danses d’hommes, ce qui est un grand agrément.53   

Gautier shows here how Taglioni manages to transcend what would normally be a 

grotesque male figure—the sylph—to represent something “touchante” and “poétique.” 

He describes a number of failed attempts at exoticism, but finishes with the elaboration of 

a successful depiction of the sylph, equally exotic because unattainable. As a ballet, La 

Sylphide functions in a similar way to the failed ballets Gautier describes above, but the 

sylph is seductive in a way that dancers with tomahawks are not. Through Gautier’s 

review, one catches a glimpse of the way in which the fille de l’air became synonymous 

with the Romantic ballet. Gautier implies at the outset that ballet should be created for the 

exhibition of the Opéra’s “armée de danseuses et de jolie figurantes.” From this, it 

follows that these women should be portrayed in a way that befits their beauty. As I have 

already shown, reviewers criticized the use of women in quotidian roles they deemed 

unsuited to ballet, and perhaps this disdain stemmed from the fact that these women were 

not portrayed as seductive beings. Emphasizing their physical features, Gautier 

characterizes ballet as the “littérature des jambes” rather than the language of sentiment, 

as proponents of the ballet d’action had described their dramatic practice. The idea of 

“littérature des jambes” in fact underscores the goal of Gautier’s project. Ballet, to 

Gautier, is still a narrative, literary form. But the best ballet is told using the legs (e.g. 

through dancing), not through pantomime. Foregrounding the physical body, and by 

extension, the choreography it performed, Gautier’s criticism demonstrates a shift in 

values that has often been taken as emblematic of Romantic ballet as a whole.   
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 Similarly, Gautier remarked in his review of La Volière that, “Nous ne ferons pas 

la moindre critique littéraire sur la contexture de ce ballet dû à la jambe savante de Mlle 

Thérèse Elssler; c’est un motif très suffisant de danses amusantes et variées.”54 Indeed, 

the goal of many Romantic ballet libretti seems to have been the presentation of a motif 

suitable for a variety of dances for solo dancers and members of the ensemble. Meglin 

suggests that this was the case even for one of the female-society ballets that might be 

read according to political motivations. “A close reading of the libretto of Révolte [au 

Sérail],” she argues, “shows that, while its rhetoric bore superficial resemblances to the 

rhetoric of contemporary feminisms, the reason for introducing the woman question 

seems to have been to make the ballet topical, titillating, and good theater, rather than to 

make a statement of political conscience.”55  

 These libretti, successful or not in the eyes of the major critics, derived their 

potential appeal, therefore, from their voluptuous or exotic portrayal of the ballerina’s 

body. Like sylphs and mermaids, the women of the harem too drew on their bodily power 

to tell a story.* These images of dehumanized women allowed for the rampant voyeurism 

at the Paris Opéra in the 1830s and 1840s. The female-dominated societies of Brézila and 

La Volière presented an alluring harem-like setting (compromised, in La Volière’s case 

by the presence of the mundane cook) in which the voluptuous body represented the most 

common shared element linking these ballets with the sylphs and Spanish dancers praised 

by Gautier and Janin.  

                                                
* The issue of the harem obviously also brings up, as an extension of the question of exoticism portrayed 
through racial and gender differences. An examination of the way race was portrayed in the pre-Romantic 
and Romantic ballets set in the New World, the Middle East, and South and East Asia would be worthy of a 
later project. Jennifer Fisher discusses this issue within the setting of The Nutcracker (Jennifer Fisher, 
“‘Arabian Coffee’ in the Land of the Sweets,” Dance Research Journal, vol. 35/36, no. 2/1, 146-63) but 
such a study has not to my knowledge been undertaken for the Romantic ballet.  
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 Above all, Gautier and Janin valued dance and the ballerinas who performed it. 

They praised a ballet’s dancing and choreography, but even when they criticized a ballet, 

they deemed it worth of discussion and analysis. Although critics continued to recount 

narratives, especially unfamiliar ones, they were no longer the focus of a review, aside 

from the discussion of what sort of dancing they allowed. A ballet could be deemed a 

success (albeit not on the level of La Sylphide) solely on the basis of its dancing even if 

the narrative was considered a failure. This new formalist emphasis in dance writing 

helped to shape value systems regarding ballet, but it did not change the fact that the 

Romantic ballet-pantomime remained deeply narrative. Indeed, Gautier, worked both in 

and outside of the Opéra to mold the new ballet-pantomime. 

 Inside the Opéra, his preference for certain types of ballets-pantomimes evident in 

his libretti influenced programming. La Péri (Figure 5-5) for example, included similar 

supernatural scenes to Giselle’s second act (Figure 5-6). Outside the Opéra, through his 

dance criticism, his influence seems to have been longer lasting, although its impact was 

to prove more substantial in the early twentieth century than in the nineteenth. As I have 

shown, Gautier gave preference in his criticism to ballets with supernatural or voyeuristic 

elements that could be seen as erotic. Such works typically included ballets blancs. 

Additionally, Gautier created a narrative that made a sharp distinction between 

eighteenth- and nineteenth-century performance practices. In his review of La Gipsy, he 

asserts that ballets d’action included more pantomime than dancing, and this genre was 

dying out. He accomplishes several things in this review: first, naming the genre of ballet 

d’action (a term Noverre does not use); second, distinguishing it as an old rather than new 

dramatic practice; and third, contrasting it strongly with the type of ballet he prefers. 
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Figure 5-5. Scene from La Péri, ballet en deux actes et trois tableaux by Gautier, Coralli, and Burgmüller. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France. 

 

Figure 5-6.  Scene from Giselle, ballet-pantomime en deux actes (1849) by Gautier, Coralli, Perrot, and Adam. 
Bibliothèque nationale de France.  



 

214  

Later, in 1855, he explains that a ballet d’action is more like “un drame exprimé à l’aide 

de signes, qu’une suite de poses chorégraphiques.”56 The difference Gautier suggests 

between the two types of ballets is the ballet d’action’s “gros thème bien carré et bien 

massif.”57 In other words, according to Gautier, ballet d’action is more similar to the 

traditional theater in the sense that its plot advances in a linear manner, an element of the 

ballet d’action that prevents his enjoyment of pure dance.  

In the early twentieth century, Gautier’s criticism was rediscovered by critics such 

as André Levinson (1887-1933) and used to favor ballets that evoked the feeling of the 

Romantic ballet.* Levinson ignored Cordova’s other three narrative types to create the 

illusion of a uniform Romantic style based on the ballet blanc. Yet in so doing, Levinson 

also ignored a major element of Gautier’s criticism and divorced his preference for the 

supernatural and voyeuristic from the erotic. Gautier’s “l’art pour l’art” had been strongly 

linked to an erotic idea of the female body. For Levinson, however, the ballet blanc was a 

formalist endeavor. By attributing legendary status to certain ballerinas and ballets rather 

than others, Gautier and Janin played a significant role in the much later movement Lynn 

Garafola terms “retrospective classicism.”58  

Both Gautier’s criticism and Levinson’s reading of it strongly distanced the 

supernatural ballets from the other narrative types of which Cordova speaks. In so doing, 

they erased the structural similarities that linked ballets like Giselle with those like 

Brézila. Both types typically included homogenous groups of female characters. The 

                                                
* On Levinson’s recuperation and misrepresentation of Gautier’s criticism, see Marian Smith, “The 
Disappearing Danseur,” Cambridge Opera Journal, vol. 19, no. 1 (March 2007) and “Levinson’s Sylphide 
and the danseur’s bad reputation,” in La Sylphide: Paris 1832 and Beyond, ed. Marian Smith (n.p.: Dance 
Books, 2012). On Levinson, see André Levinson on Dance: Writings from Paris in the Twenties, eds. Joan 
Acocella and Lynn Garafola (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1991). 
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divide between these types of ballets comes down to the discrete types of homogenous 

characters portrayed and to the way they were perceived by audience members and the 

new breed of critics. The new doctrine of art for art’s sake was in fact a reductionist move 

intended to separate ballet from its traditional and historical roots in the larger literary 

and, so to speak, narrative space. This move distanced the body from its capacity both to 

“speak” through pantomime as well as to act through dancing.  

Thus during the nineteenth century, critical discourse shifted away from the 

detailed narrative analysis. Instead, critics like Gautier preferred women who could be 

seen as “otherworldly,” however that distinction might be made. In the twentieth, this 

reading shifted yet again. Bodies that had been portrayed as otherworldly or non-human 

in the nineteenth century were now no longer perceived as bodies at all, as Stéphane 

Mallarmé’s famous passage suggests:  

La danseuse n’est pas une femme qui danse, pour ces motifs juxtaposés 

qu’elle n’est pas une femme, mais une métaphore résumant un des aspects 

élémentaire de notre forme, glaive, coupe, fleur, etc., et qu’elle ne danse 

pas, suggérant, par le prodige de raccourcis ou d’élans, avec une écriture 

corporelle ce qu’il faudrait des paragraphes en prose dialoguée autant que 

descriptive, pour exprimer, dans la rédaction: poëme dégagé de tout 

appareil du scribe.59  

Published in 1897 in Divagations, Mallarmé’s symbolist understanding of dance predates 

Levinson’s reading of Gautier. How does Mallarmé’s assertion that the danseuse is 

neither a woman, nor does she dance, relate to Gautier’s understanding of ballet, and to 

the Romantic ballet-pantomime as a whole? At first it appears that the inhuman quality of 
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the dancer would return her to the voyeuristic space. But this is not the case: Mallarmé’s 

significantly modernist stance eliminates ballet’s erotic, voyeuristic possibilities through 

the erasure of the female body. He seems, instead, by returning to “écriture” to be 

returning to the Enlightenment literary ballet. But again, this is not the case. By linking 

“écriture corporelle” with metaphor, the idea of the dancer moving in space no longer 

aligns with the relationship between “action” as narrative and the dancing body 

elaborated in the prior two chapters. In some ways, Mallarmé’s idea of the dancer is a 

reading of Gautier taken to the extreme. Yet through this shift, the idea underlying the 

maxim of “l’art pour l’art” shifts as well. Ballet is no longer (at least in Mallarmé’s view) 

created for the sake of voyeurism. Ballet of this form cannot be considered erotic. 

Following from this new understanding of dance, performers are no longer viewed as 

people at all, but as pure emanations of aesthetic form. 
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Conclusion 

 

Although in English, the word “ballet” has come to replace the term “danse 

d’école” (or what is today known in France as “la danse classique”), ballets are not 

dances. They include dances, but ballet, by its traditional definition, is neither dance nor 

dance technique. This conflation of terms is one symptom of the deficit in our 

understanding of ballet and dance today. I would in fact go so far as to say that our 

modern understanding of ballet and its relationship to theater is partially obscured. This is 

true for several reasons, including the twentieth-century dance historical narrative created 

by Levinson and others using terms developed by Gautier, but also because of the intense 

focus on “pure dance” today in America. Gautier’s sharp differentiation between ballet 

d’action and ballet-pantomime, alongside the values he espoused in his criticism, 

ghettoized ballet from its relationship with the deeply literate world of the theater. As a 

result, one permutation of ballet became highly formalist. 

 Ballet and theater are tightly related, and our modern understanding of ballet as 

formalist and lacking in language is thus anachronistic. Formalism veiled ballet’s 

relationship to the larger theatrical canon, which is one of the locations from which it has 

historically derived meaning. Noverre describes his ballet, after all, as an “imitation de la 

belle nature,” and a fundamental objective of the ballet master’s project was to make 

ballet more clearly mimetic. In this dissertation, I have endeavored to show both the 

complexity of the historical link between ballet and the larger culture of literature, and 

where today’s diminished understanding of ballet as a cultural product comes from. The 

use of comparatively poor terminology—non-specific terms with shifting meanings—
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erases the nuances of the many dramatic practices subsumed within the two major types 

of works I have discussed, ballets d’action and ballets-pantomimes. More broadly, 

however, this terminology also erases ballet’s strong ties to the traditional theater, and via 

the traditional theater, to literature. 

 Returning to Christout’s summary of dance history, ballet has always been torn 

between “deux pôles, l’un narratif, l’autre géométrique, l’un privilégiant le fond, l’autre 

la forme.”1 Upon detailed examination of the impetus behind what might be considered 

the geometric dances of the Romantic ballet, I might revise Christout’s summary to 

recognize the potential for the dances of sylphs and wilis that are at once geometrically 

constructed and narrative. Such an understanding of the ballet emphasizes the way in 

which it interacts with our larger perception of what is literary, following Gautier’s 

construal of the Romantic ballet-pantomime as the “littérature des jambes.” 

 At the same time, this inclusion of ballet within the larger literary sphere allows 

for the recuperation of the Ancien Régime’s dense understanding of the literary object. 

During the Ancien Régime, literature as we today understand it had worked together with 

theater and dance to provide a cohesive performance experience for the spectator. In the 

nineteenth century, however, these complementary fields divided into prose and poetry, 

theater, and dance. Dance and opera too became gradually less intertwined with one 

another. This nineteenth-century perspective (like Gautier’s retrospective reading of the 

ballet d’action) flattens the literary object such that subfields that would have been 

considered literary in the Ancien Régime were separated or marginalized.   

 One of my goals in writing this dissertation has been to privilege once again these 

multiple strategies of meaning. Ballet, in the eighteenth century, claimed its status as a 
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high art via the theater. The drame bourgeois—undeniably what we would today call a 

genre of the traditional theater—made its claim to expressivity on the basis of its 

inclusion of pantomime. The literary was thus not strictly textual. Indeed, one of my 

reasons for using an intertextual approach to these works is the fact that it allows the 

modern reader to recuperate a certain amount of the cultural context but also the wider 

sense of the literary as it was understood in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

In so doing, it is possible to recognize the important role of theater, dance, and 

performance studies in recapturing these aspects of literature, but also the need for 

literature to be returned to its broader definition, encompassing a wider range of what we 

today would refer to as cultural objects.    

 
 
                                                
1 Marie-Françoise Christout, Le ballet occidental: Naissance et métamorphoses, XVe - 

XXe siècle (Paris: Desjonquères, 1995), 46. 
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