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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to describe and classify dances
that are either explicitly referred to as matachins, or which
conform to sixteenth- or seventeenth-century definitions, and to
examine music associated with matachins in sixteenth-century
printed sources. Sixteenth-century printed settings of these are
listed in a table of concordances, musical examples are provided,
and, in order to clarify use of terms, a survey of etymology is
included.

Performers attired as matachins portrayed with gestures --
without spoken dialogue ~- a comedy or tragedy. Matachins were
sometimes equated with buffoons, but Covarrubias defined the
matachines as '"a species of armed dance, a moresca." The term
was equivocal. Matachins could perform either amusing pantomimes
or dances of combat. Grotesque or unusual costume and gesture
characterized the players. They wore masks, bells, ribbons, and
swords and often stamped out the rhythm of a moresque dance.

Morescas were dances with leaps and acrobatic movements,
thought to be Moorish in style. One of these dances, the Forze
d’Ercole, was a mock joust in which the contestants, armed with
shields and weapons, imitated the thrusts and parries of battle.
In certain printed musical sources this dance is referred to as
"oft maticine," and is found among morescas. Choreography for
another moresque dance of combat is described by Thoinot Arbeau:
the bouffons or matassins. Many of its steps are conventional
ones found in other dances, while certain movements are unique to
the matassins, and are derived from the discipline of fencing.
Unlike moresque dances of combat described in literary sources,
Arbeau’s choreography has no narrative structure. Matachins were
part of Cristianos y Moros, Sacra Rappresentationi, carnival
festivities, intermedii, renaissance festivals, and the Italian
improvised comedy (commedia dell’arte).

Matachins were not a specifically musical genre, but four
dance tunes found in sixteenth century printed musical sources
are associated with matachins. The Forze d’Ercole (a passamezzo
antico); the bouffons (a passamezzo moderno); the matassins; and
(perhaps) those melodies called simply morescas (with harmonies
similar to the bergamasca). Matachins may have performed other
dances as well, including branles, galliards etc.

ix



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION: OF SWORD DANCES AND BUFFOONS

Matachins were masked mimes or mummers who acted out
either comedy or tragedy using movements alone -- without
spoken dialogue. Sixteenth century matachines were charac-
terized by unusual costume and grotesque gesture. The
English translator of Ariosto, Harington (1591), referred
to them as masked, disguised, "monstrous of shape, and of
an ugly hew." The term could be equivocal, since the
actions of the performers were as diverse as comic
pantomimes, acrobatic and humorous choreography, and dances
of combat. In 1611, the Spanish writer Covarrubias defined
the matachines as "a species of armed dance, a moresca."
Adding to the apparent confusion, the French dancing master
Thoinot Arbeau in 1589 set down the choreography of an
armed dance called either bouffons or matassins. That the
word matachines designated such varied types of entertain-
ment may be because matachines -- both the comic and the
warlike variety alike -- were performed by the same per-
sons. The spectacle seems to have taken its name from the
players and their characteristic attire and customary move-
ments -- masks, costumes, and stylized gestures.

The aim of this study is to clarify our picture of
those sixteenth-century European morescas that may be
identified as matachines. The method will be to describe
and classify sixteenth-century dances that are either
explicitly referred to as matachines (or a cognate), or
which conform to sixteenth- and seventeenth-century defini-
tions of the term. Covarrubias’ aforementioned description
hints at a useful means of classification by genera and
species. Both choreography portraying combat and the comic
dances of masked comedians belonged to the general category
of morescas, a genre that included a wide variety of dances
thought to be Moorish in style. They were usually performed




with high steps and leaps, but included certain basses
danses with their more elegant gliding steps. Masked dances
of battle (sometimes called simply morescas), as well as
the antics of masked comedians, were occasionally referred
to by the more specific designation matachines. Thus
matachines was a name for species of dance belonging to the
genre of moresque dance. A particular pantomimic dance that
exemplified the species was the mock battle known as the
Forze d’Ercole (referred to in one musical source as "often
a matachines").

HISTORY

Dances and pantomimes performed by matachines seem
first to have developed in fifteenth-century Italy, in
contexts as different as sacred plays (sacre rap-
presentationi) and carnival festivities. The Forze
d’Ercole, a mimetic portrayal of combat with weapons and
shields, seems to have originated at Venice during the
first half of the sixteenth-century. It was initially per-
formed by companies of young aristocratic amateurs, and
disseminated rapidly throughout Europe. Comic matachines
eventually became connected with the commedia dell’arte, an
association that endured into the seventeenth century.
Other, warlike versions may have their origins in moresque
combats of medieval Spain, and their descendants in the
mock battles between Christians and Moors (known as
Cristianos y Moros) and in the matachines of the Hispanic
new world.

Moresque dances called matachines were frequently
associated with Cristianos y Moros pageants, and may some-
times have been a part of the Spanish Juego de Cafas. Such
pantomimic battles were found in France, Italy, and Germany
as well. They are depicted in a miniature in the Grandes
Chroniques de France,l as well as in the illustrations of

1, A representation of the The Siege of Jerusalem
performed at a banquet given by Charles V King of
France, in honor of Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV and
his son Wenzel IV (1378). Paris, Bibliothéque Nation-
ale, MS Fr. 2813, £.473v.. See appendix III, Plate I.
Regarding this event and similar enactments, see Laura



the German Freydal manuscript.2 Some of these grand spec-
tacles of mock combat between Christians and Moors were not
danced, but were mock battles or jousts. Nevertheless,
Cristianos y Moros combats were at times choreographed,
including dance as an integral part of the action. They
were not the first choreographies mimetic of battle,
however. Many warlike sixteenth-century dances drew upon
earlier sources.

Ancient dances of arms were were disseminated
throughout the world. Choreographic feigned combats, dis-
ciplined by strict musical rhythm, have been a part of
western culture since Classical Antiquity. The Spartan
march to battle took dance-like form in the embateria.
Among the ancient Greeks a dance known as the Pyrrhiche was
practiced as preparation for combat, and was thought to
contribute to a warrior’s skill in the martial arts. The
Pyrrhic dance was initially conceived as a warlike
exercise, not a theatrical display. Eventually, the
Pyrrhiche became mimetic in nature, losing its direct asso-
ciation with the disciplines of war.3 The dance portrayed

Hibberd Loomis, "Secular Dramatics in the Royal Palace,
Paris, 1378, 1389, and Chaucer’s ‘Tregetoures’,"
Specuylum 33 (1958): 242-255,

2, vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, MS ps 5073.
See appendix III, plate II. The mummeries and
festivities that are depicted in this source are those
of the court of Maximilian I. They represent chivalric
tradition as it persisted into the sixteenth century.
Habsburg delight in these theatrical combats is also
reflected in the engraving by Hans Bugkmaier of a
masque from Maximilian’s Weisskunig, and in the depic-
tion of the festival of Binche given for Emperor
Charles V and his son, the future Phillip II of Spain.
See Plates III and IV.

3. curt Sachs, World History of the Dance, trans.
Bessie Schdnberg (New York: W. W. Norton, 1937), 239-
240. For additional information on the Pyrrhic dance
see Kerr Borthwick, "Dance, Western Antiquity," The New
Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanley
Sadie (London: Macmillan, 1980) 5: 178, 180, and the
bibliography cited there. Icongraphy, a fourth-century
Hellenistic bas-relief showing the Pyhrric dance (now
at the Vatican in Rome) may be found in the same arti-
cle, on p.179.



armed conflict in pantomime, rather than providing practi-
cal military training.

Humanistic authors of the sixteenth century likened
dances of their own day to those of ancient Greece. Niccold
Machiavelli’s Dell’arte della guerra recalls the embateria:

Just as a dancer proceeds in time with the music and,
keeplng pace with it, does not go astray, so an army, obey-
ing, in its movements, the sound [of music], does not
become disorderly.4

Frangois Rabelais likened courtly dances to the dances
of the ancients, in particular, the Pyrrhiche.® Thoinot
Arbeau in his treatise on the dance Orchésographie (1589),
discusses the rhythmic character and dance-like movements
of the march,® and compares a dance called the matassins to
the Greek Pyrrhic dance.’” Dances of combat "alla antiche"

coften formed part of lavish sixteenth-century festivals

4., ...come chi balla procede con il tempo della
musica e, andando con quella, non erra, cosi uno escer-
cito, ubbidendo nel muoversi a quel suono, non si dis-
ordina. Machiavelli, Dell’arte della guerra, cited in
Don Harran, "The Concept of Battle in Music of the
Renaissance," Journal of Medieval and Renaissance
Studies, 17 (1987): 175. The translation by Harran may
be found on p.194.

5. Francois Rabelais, The Fifthe Book of Gargantua
and Pantagruel (chap. xi), mentions the "pyrrhicque"
among the ancient dances performed at the court of
quintessence (entelechy). Rabelais’ list of dances is
based on Athenaeus. See Nan Cooke Carpenter, Rabelais
and Music (Chapel Hill: Unlver51ty of North Carolina
Press, 1954), 66f. (a "bal joyeuse en form de tournay "
danced upon a tapestry in the form of a chess board is
described in detail in chapters xxiii and xxix, with
many classical allusions). The passage imitates Fran-
cesco Colonna’s Song de Poliphile, translated into
French by Jan Martin in 1556. Frang¢ois Rabelais,
Oeuvres complétes 2, ed. Pierre Jourda, Classiques
Garnier (Paris: Garnier, 1962), 363-373.

®. Thoinot Arbeau [Jehan Tabourot], Orchésographie
(Langres, 1589), trans. Mary Stewart Evans as
Orchesography, ed. Julia Sutton (New York: Dover,
1967), 14. The original text will be referred to as
Orchésographie, while Evans’ translation will be called
Orchesography.

7. “Arbeau, Orchesography, 182.



that imitated ancient Greek and Roman spectacles, and
mimetic morescas of feigned combat were often played as
intermedii between the acts of plays, or following ban-
quets.

CHOREOGRAPHY

Perhaps the only choreography of the comic moresca
that has survived is that of Arbeau, which is fairly simple
and contains little description of the acrobatic antics
that seem to have been associated with this dance.® on the
other hand, sixteenth century dances of battle were of
three principal types. The first of these consisted of
theatrical morescas, often danced by two opposing lines of
armed male dancers, imitating the actions of battle. They
could be danced by professionals or by members of courtly
society. The second genre of battle dance comprises social
dances for mixed couples, such as branles, galliards,
allemandes, and pavanes, which were accompanied by music
that suggested the sound of battle. These were not
morescas, and their titles usually included the indication
bataille, battaglia,® or guerre,l0 reflecting the character
of the music and choreography. They were not truly
mimetic, and were danced by members of courtly society
rather than by professionals. A third category included
elaborate court balli, which could be derived from the
social dances of the second type. Included among the
dances of this category were the balli described by dancing
masters Caroso and Negri -- dances such as the Torneo

8. Arbeau, Orchésographie, fol.94f.; Evans
Orchesography,, 177f.

9, See appendix III, plate VIII for an engraving
depicting this dance. A description of the dance is
found in Cesare Negri, Le Gratie de Amore (Milano,
1602), trans. by Gustavia Yvonne Kendall (DMA final
Project, Stanford University, 1985), 429f.

10, Arbeau provides a choreography for the "Branle
couppé de la guerre," Orchésography, fols. 77r-77v;
Evans, Orchesography,, 143-44. Numerous dances of the
type are found in sixteeth century prints.






