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Preface 

 Very little more is known of Michel Toulouze than can be found in Scholderer’s 1936 edition of 
the book.  Boorman adds a little more in his Grove article.1  He was a Parisian printer who may have 
been the first to print mensural music from movable type.  Even the date of L’Art et Instruction is 
uncertain, though most speculation tends to a date around 1496. 
 The book itself is one of the two most important sources of music for the courtly basse dance, 
an excellent introduction to which is the Grove article by Heartz and Rader,2 who also provide a good 
bibliography.  An introduction to this interesting and importance dance cannot be entered upon here, 
but some suggestions for further reading appear below. 
 The melodies of the basse dance are of two types, those apparently composed expressly for it 
and those extracted from other music of the time, predominantly chansons, many of which were by 
prominent composers.  Most of the melodies appear as a series of square black breves, but these are 
interpreted as representing imperfect longs of two perfect breves.  Each dance step3 was set to one 
long, but each step embraced four parts, making each note about four seconds long.  This makes the 
melodies appear quite strange and, frankly, rather boring as dance tunes, but that would be a basic 
misunderstanding of their actual performance.  Performance involved the improvisation of two faster 
moving parts above the Tenor and based on it.  Such renderings of this practice as survive (see 
Southern) exhibit intricate and fast-moving parts that almost contradict the basse dance’s slow and 
stately character.  In Toulouze’s collection a few of the melodies include passages in white notation; 
these Kinkeldey explained as the introduction of saltarello steps, according to a not uncommon practice 
whereby steps characteristic of one type of dance could be introduced into another. 
 
Heartz, Daniel.  “The Basse Dance:  Its Evolution circa 1450 to 1550,” Annales Musicologiques 6 (1958-

63):  287-340. 
Kendall, Yvonne.  “Early Renaissance Dance, 1450-1520.”  In A Performer’s Guide to Renaissance Music.  

2nd ed., edited by Jeffery Kite-Powell, 377-398.  Bloomington, IN:  Indiana University, 
2007. 

Kinkeldey, Otto.  “Dance Tunes of the Fifteenth Century.  In Instrumental Music, edited by David Hughes, 
3-30.  Cambridge:  Harvard University, 1959. 

Southern, Eileen.  “Some Keyboard Basse Dances of the Fifteenth Century,” Acta Musicologica 35 
(1963):  114-24. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Michel de Toulouze,” by Stanley Boorman, accessed January 23, 2020, 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/. 
2 Oxford Music Online, s.v. “Basse Dance,” by Daniel Heartz and Patricia Rader, accessed January 23, 2020, 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/. 
3 The two Simple steps equaled one of any of the others. 
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The Art and Instruction of Dancing Well 

The Basse Dance was originally a courtly dance for the aristocracy that eventually became popular 
among the upper middle-class.  The Basse Dance is important for music history because of its music and 
the fact that its approximately 70 surviving tenor tunes include many drawn from popular chansons of 
the time.  It suggests much about practical, professional, secular music skills of the time.  The following 
translation and reproductions are from a famous late 15th printed source.  Its exact date is unknown, but 
scholars generally agree that sometime at the very end of the 15th century is a reasonable conclusion. 
 
Toulouze, Michel.  L’Art et Instruction de Bien Dancer.  Paris, Mont Sainct Hylaire:  Michel Thoulouze, 

[1488?]  Reprint.  London:  Royal College of Physicians, 1936. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Here Follows the Art and Instruction of Dancing Well 



5 
 

 
 For the art and instruction in dancing the Basse Dance, it is to be noted that every Bass Dance in 
the first place is divided into three parts.  These are known as large mesure, medium mesure, and small 
mesure. 
 Large mesure for beginning a Basse Dance one ought to pace by a Desmarche,4 then by a Branle, 
then by two Simple steps, then by five Double steps, then by two Simple steps as before, then three 
Desmarches, and then must make a Branle. 
 The medium mesure ought to be paced by two Simple steps, then by three Double steps, then 
by two Simple steps, then by three Desmarches, and must make a Branle. 
 The little mesure ought to begin pacing by two Simple steps, then by one Double step, then by 
two Simple steps, then three Desmarches then must be made one Branle. 
 It also is to be known that two Simple steps, one Double step, one Desmarches, and one Branle 
occupy as much time one as the other.  That is to say that each two [Simples] ought to occupy one entire 
note of the Basse Dance, that is to understand two Simple steps ought to occupy one note, a Double 
step one note, one Desmarches one note, and particularly a Branle one note. 
 In these things here is the true Basse Dance entirely complete.  Note that every Basse Dance 
begins with a Desmarche and ends with a Branle.  The Basse Dance is named because one performs it 
according to major perfect and because, in as much as one dances it, one goes on the floor5 besides 
moving oneself as gracefully as one can. 
 Next, it is to be noted that there are two kinds of Basse Dance.  One must know the Basse Dance 
major and Basse Dance minor.  The Basse Dance major commences with a Basse Dance and for the first 
note that is called Desmarches one makes a Reverence to the woman by bowing toward her, and this 
bow ought to be made on the left foot. 
 The Basse Dance minor begins with a pas de barban6 and on the first note one makes no 
Reverence to the woman.   
 Next, in order to truly dance a Basse Dance two things are required, firstly that one makes the 
number of steps of each Basse Dance, and secondly that one makes their pace in good mesure.  One 
must and it is necessary to show and teach the manner how one ought to step. 
 Firstly, only one Desmarche ought to be made by the right foot by drawing back, and is called 
the Desmarche because one draws back, and ought to be made by inclining the body and drawing back 
the right foot near to the other. 
 The second Desmarche ought to be made by the left foot by inclining the body in like manner 
and turning oneself a little toward the woman, then to bring the right foot near the left, inclining one’s 
body in like manner.  The third ought to be made by the right foot like the first. 
 The Branle ought to begin on the left foot and ought to end on the right foot and is called Branle 
because one makes it by swinging one foot over the other. 
 The two Simple steps are made by advancing, and the first Simple step is made by the left foot 
by inclining the body and making one step forward. 

                                                             
4 Thoulouze uses the word desmarche throughout until the end, where he gives as its abbreviation an R or r, but a 
few lines farther along from this point he explains that the first Desmarche at the beginning is a Reverence, then 
further that the Reverence is exactly the same as the Reprise, except that Reverence begins on the left foot and the 
first Reprise, which always appears in series, always begins on the right foot. 
5 There are no leaping steps. 
6 See Kendall’s description below of the pas de Brabant, which is probably what is intended here.  
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 The second Simple step is made by the right foot and must raise one’s body and step a little 
forward. 
 The first Double step is made by the left foot and must raise one’s body and step 2 steps forward 
leisurely. 
 The second Double step ought to be made by the right foot and must in like manner raise one’s 
body, and then step 3 steps forward, the first by the right foot, the second by the left foot, and the third 
by the right. 
 The third Double step ought to be made by the left foot like the first. 
 The fourth Double step ought to be made by the right foot like the second. 
 The fifth Double step ought to be made by the left foot like the first and third. 
 Next, it must be understood that there are always two Simple steps together according to the 
art of good dancing.7 
 Next, it must be understood that the Double steps are always not [more]8 according to the art of 
good dancing, truly. 
 Note that when one makes two Simple steps after the Double steps one ought to make the first 
by the right foot and the second by the left foot in order that one make the first Desmarche on the right 
foot, as is said above.  
 Next, there is a general rule in all Basses Dances that always first one makes a Desmarche and 
then must make a Branle and then two Simple steps and then Double steps and then two Simple steps of 
the mesure if the Basse Dance requires it, and then the Desmarches and then the Branle. 
 Next, it is to be noted that at any time one may make one Desmarche and anytime three. 
 Next, it is to be noted that there are some mesures of Basses Dances that are perfect, some that 
are pluperfect, and others that are imperfect. 
 Perfect mesures are those that have Simple steps before Double steps and afterward, with three 
Desmarches and one Branle. 
 Others are called pluperfect and are those that have Simple steps before Double steps and 
afterward, with one Desmarche and one Branle. 
 Others are called imperfect that have Simple steps before Double steps, do not have them 
afterward, then three Desmarches and a Branle. 
 It is to be noted that in order more easily in assigning letters that follow according to the notes, 
you ought to understand R is for Desmarche,9 B is for Branle, S is Simple, D you should understand as 
Double. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
7 The text reads “iamai il nia que ii pas simple” [jamais il n’y a que], which seems to translate as “there are never 
only two simple steps.  Cotgrave’s Dictionarie (1611) offers a more flexible understanding of “que” than modern 
usage and would permit something like “never are there save [= anything but] two simple steps,” which I render 
less awkwardly as above. 
8 I take the abbreviation “non p” as non plus, i.e., not more than 5. 
9 Toulouze does not mention that R is for Reverence, but the small Gothic medial r (following a round letter) is the 
abbreviation for Reprise.  The medial r looks something like a flattened 2. 
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Yvonne Kendall describes the steps as:10 
 
• Reverence is a bow beginning with the left foot.  The foot moves straight back and while bending the 

knees, the body is lowered without bending the waist.  The step ends with the body rising as the left 
foot is placed beside the right. 

• Branle:  Move the left foot sideways a slight distance from the right and swing (or totter, or shake) 
from left to right ending up back at center. 

• Simples in the fifteenth-century basse dance are always performed in pairs.  The first is done 
stepping forward, lowering the body, the second is done stepping forward, while raising the body 
back to full upright position.  The simples that appear before the doubles begin with the left foot, 
those after begin with the right. 

• Double always occurs in odd numbers (1,3,5).  The instructions for the double require a slight 
bending of the knees, then an immediate raising of the body onto the balls of the feet, followed by 
taking three light steps forward, the first one beginning with the left foot.  Subsequent doubles 
alternate feet. 

• Reprises occur either singly or in sets of three.  They are the same as the reverence, except the first 
is done with the right foot.  Subsequent reprises alternate feet. 

• Pas de Brabant is a hopping step that, according to Cornanzano, is like the saltarello.11 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
10 Yvonne Kendall, “Introduction,” 381. 
11 Cornazano is a Renaissance author of a major primary source on dance.  Antonio Cornazano, The Book on The 
Art of Dancining, trans. Madeleine Inglehearn and Peggy Forsyth (1931.  Reprint, Binsted, UK:  Noverre Press, 
2011). 
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The entire musical text can be found online at:  http://www.pbm.com/~lindahl/toulouze/001small.html 


