The Contredanse, the Quadrille and the Cancan: Dancing Around Democracy in Post-Revolutionary Paris

Abstract

This presentation addresses three social dance forms in which France’s spasmodic transformation from monarchy to republic, from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries, was performed, and new models of the body and society were tested and negotiated: the contredanse, the quadrille and the cancan. These dance forms were influential in reshaping not only the French body politic, but also various European and American body politics in nineteenth- and twentieth- century modernity. 

The cancan emerged as a variation on the quadrille, a social dance popular in the 1820s in France. The quadrille itself was a standardisation of the contredanse française,
 a French version of the English ‘country dance’.
 With its non-hierarchical arrangement of dancers as a social group, the contredanse revolutionised French court dancing, embodying the de-centralisation of political and social power that was already taking place within the French aristocracy.

In the post-revolutionary period, the accelerating breakdown of class distinctions encouraged the standardisation and simplification of the contredanse, making it accessible to all levels of society. However, this social situation paradoxically made the construction and display of identity more important than ever, especially for the rising bourgeoisie. Therefore the dance maintained an aesthetic of civilised sociality that made its performance appealing as a signifier of social superiority. The dance became a site for negotiating the tension between post-revolutionary liberalism and persisting hierarchical social structures, and this new form was called the quadrille.

For those at the very bottom of the social scale, however, the quadrille had not yet gone far enough. Although it eroded class barriers, it did so using the bourgeois model of the civilised, rational body, which young members of the working class found increasingly restrictive.
 Consequently, in the late 1820s, working-class male dancers began to incorporate new improvisations into their performances of the quadrille, which became known as the cancan or chahut, meaning uproar. These variations imitated and parodied the freedom of movement that was being performed on the Paris Opéra stage in romantic ballet.
 In Mikhail Bakhtin’s terms, the movements produced were grotesque,
 replacing a rational, civilised, contained body with one that was irrational, unbounded, and open to interaction with bodies of different classes, genders, and ‘races’.  This allowed the cancan to evoke radical new social and political possibilities, including utopian socialism, and republicanism. At the end of the nineteenth century, the cancan’s liberal connotations would be co-opted by French republican nationalism, and in the twentieth century, American artists would appropriate the dance to bolster their own liberal national identity. 

The methodological approach will be informed by recent work on the body as the site of a major challenge to Enlightenment notions of identity and status based on rationality in the nineteenth century, 
 following Bakhtin
 and the postcolonial theory of Homi Bhabha.
 The presentation will be supported by contemporary descriptions and visual depictions of the contredanse, the quadrille and the cancan.
Introduction

This paper will discuss three dance forms in which new political ideas were performed in Paris before and immediately after the French Revolution: the contredanse, the quadrille and the cancan. During this time, the notion of a centralised political power, represented by the monarchy, was being called into question. Dance had been associated with the centralised model of power since the reign of Louis XIV. The king’s centralised control of his own outer limbs, as well as the choreography of the courtiers orbiting around him like planets around a sun, had been a performance of absolute monarchical power.
 However, this political model was increasingly questioned in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, producing notions of equality that would eventually spark the French Revolution. It will be argued that in this time of rapid political change, the dance forms discussed provided a performative frame in which to test out and try on new models of power, both within individual bodies, and in the relations between them.
The Contredanse

The contredanse française was a French version of the English ‘country dance’ learnt by French dancing masters on trips to England in the seventeenth century,
 and the first evidence of the performance of the contredanse in France dates to 1684.
 Sarah Cohen has demonstrated that in the contredanse the dancers were arranged not in hierarchical relation to a central figure, or to each other, but as social group.
 This social group was exclusive in terms of class, but internally egalitarian.  She argues that the contredanse therefore embodied the dispersal of political power away from the monarch, amongst the wider aristocracy, revolutionising French court dancing, but also constructing and performing new political allegiances.  It was danced primarily at masquerade balls, where the use of masks often provided a temporary release from the burdens of rank, and the contredanse performed and celebrated this obfuscation of status differences.  This muddying of the clear waters of hierarchy was unsettling to those whose status depended on this system. For example, Elizabeth Charlotte, the Duchesse d’Orléans complained in 1701 that, “One cannot tell nowadays who is who”.
  

The levelling effect of the contredanse was perceived to emanate from the peasant origins of the English ‘country dance’, as were the “rustic gestures” that accompanied it, such as “tapping the toe, the heel, and the whole foot on the ground; hand clapping; and shaking and wagging one’s finger”.
  These non-classical movements were subject to criticism by dancing masters, whose careers rested on the exclusivity of aristocratic grace.  Pierre Rameau (1674-1748), for example, claimed in 1725 that the contredanse encouraged dancers to, “torment the body… to tap their feet like sabot-makers [clog-makers], and to strike many postures that are not at all decorous”.
  

Cohen argues that the spread of the contredanse from the court to Parisian ballrooms in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, was part of the widespread imitation of the aristocratic body by those who hoped to achieve upward social mobility.  The contredanse was suitable for this purpose because it embodied an exclusive nobility, while being simple enough to be learnt from dance manuals rather than dance masters, unlike the minuet that preceded it.  These factors also made the dance attractive to the post-revolutionary bourgeoisie of the early nineteenth century, who were eager to prove their civility as successors to the aristocracy, while rejecting aristocratic elitism.  By the post-revolutionary period, the breakdown of class distinctions, to which the contredanse responded, had become ubiquitous.  The Revolution had taken the levelling of hierarchical identity observed by the Duchesse d’Orléans, and turned it into a permanent, pervasive social condition.  In this liberal social atmosphere, the contredanse was standardised and simplified even further, making it accessible to all levels of society. 
But the breakdown of social distinctions also made the display of identity more important than ever, especially for the rising bourgeoisie.  Therefore the dance maintained an aesthetic of civilised sociality that made its performance appealing as a signifier of social superiority.  In this new version of the contredanse, which was often called the quadrille,
 a tension existed between the post-revolutionary liberalism of its simplified steps, and the attempt to perform one’s social status by imitating pre-revolutionary aristocratic bodies. 

The Quadrille

The quadrille was defined by its ability to “address… without distinction all the classes of society”,
 as noted in an 1839 dance manual. This was due not only to its standardisation and simplification, but by the new mobility with which the bourgeoisie could move between dance venues frequented by different classes, facilitating the popularisation of the dance beyond class boundaries. Some, following the rhetoric employed a century before by Rameau, perceived this as a degradation of the civilised contredanse; for others, it illustrated the fact that civility was not limited to the aristocracy, but was a characteristic of the newly liberated people of France.
 

These contradictory reactions revealed a question that lay at the heart of the quadrille: was increasing equality a move towards universal liberation as the Revolution had claimed? Or was it a relinquishment of the rationalisation and freedom that the elite had achieved, leading to a gradual decline into the enslavement to bodily needs and desires perceived to be the state of the lower classes? This question had first been raised by the Revolution, whose lofty ideals of liberte, egalite and fraternite contrasted with its violence and the spectre of the power of the masses. The Revolution failed to resolve this question of the value of liberalism, and by 1815, France had returned to a monarchy whose power was restricted by a parliament, but one elected only by property-owning men. By the late 1820s, many, particularly the disenfranchised, were asking what had become of the revolution, while others welcomed the return to order. The quadrille, with its tendencies towards simplification and cross-class accessibility on the one hand, and cultivation of aristocratic deportment on the other, embodied this tension, and prompted a physical and verbal debate over the issues involved. 
Maribeth Clark notes that bourgeois men described the quadrille’s simplified steps as tiresome, but for bourgeois women, who remained excluded from the electorate, the quadrille offered a vision of a society in which the civility and power of the elite could be shared by all.
  

For those at the very bottom of the social scale, however, the quadrille had not yet gone far enough.  Although it eroded class barriers, it did so using the bourgeois model of the civilised, rational body, which young members of the working class, in particular, found increasingly restrictive.
  From the Revolution until the 1820s, this mode of physicality had enjoyed an unopposed rise to dominance. However, in the late 1820s, an alternative physical aesthetic was beginning to emerge.

One of the sites of this emergence was the Paris Opera stage where female romantic ballerinas were performing not only the ‘high’ attractions of the supernatural, but also the ‘low’ attractions of the revelation of female legs. Later, in the 1830s, this new fascination with the low would become manifest in the popularity of Fanny Elssler and exotic dances from the margins of Europe, such as Spain. Rumours of this new aesthetic reached the ears of working-class Parisians, whose resistance to high culture and the power of the French elite had already been enflamed by the repressive monarchy of Charles X, against whom another revolution was rising as 1830 approached.
 The notion of disrupting the classical bodily ideal in order to seduce rather than exalt the spectator, offered a subtle but devastating means of protest against hierarchical, centralised, exclusive body politics, one that some working-class Parisians were keen to try out for themselves.

The Cancan

François Gasnault’s research suggests that in the late 1820s, at some of the working-class dance halls on the outskirts of Paris, working-class male dancers began to incorporate into their performances of the quadrille, an imitation and parody of the freedom of movement that they had heard was being performed on the Paris Opéra stage in romantic ballet.
 This parody was achieved by importing into the quadrille the real or imagined features of romantic ballet which most strongly subverted the rational, classically-influenced construction of the body. For example, centralised control of the limbs was replaced with fragmented body parts, allowing extremities to move in isolation. The break between the upper and lower parts of the body, for instance, was emphasised by kicking the legs. Physical control was therefore decentralised and democratised throughout the body – the legs, arms and head could move independently. Furthermore, the power of the dancing masters to control movement by teaching set choreographies was subverted by placing value on individual improvisation. Paul Smith described these developments retrospectively in 1841:

 

Instead of moving all together as one with the most elegance and grace possible, they invented foot movements, arm movements and head movements. No more set forms, no more routine, no more uniformity: on the contrary, it is an onslaught of witty and comic pantomimes, a running fire of silent sallies. In a word, under this system, the contredanse is a dramatic form in which everyone improvises according to his or her genius and emphasises his or her individuality.

These subversive variations on the quadrille were called the cancan, or chahut, meaning ‘uproar’, although they continued to exist within the quadrille form, often constituting its final figure. 

The cancan was initially danced only by working class men, while their female partners stood still. However, after the Revolution of 1830 the cancan became associated with early feminist and early socialist ideas of expanding the body politic to include women, and people of all classes. The cancan therefore became increasingly associated with female bodies, and cross-class contexts, such as public balls, and later, cabarets.

The cancan as an embodiment of the irrational grotesque

The emergence of the cancan, and its associations with more liberal, democratic body politics, can begin to be understood in terms of Mikhail Bakhtin’s opposition between classical and grotesque bodies
. Bakhtin argues that the classical body is bounded and complete, whereas the grotesque body is unbounded and penetrable via its prominent orifices, showing its incompleteness by its association with processes of reproduction, birth and death. During the Enlightenment the classical body became associated with rationality, whereas the grotesque body emerged as an embodiment of the irrational. Bakhtin notes that in the late 1820s romantic bohemians such as Victor Hugo became less interested in escaping into the higher realm of the supernatural, and more interested in escaping into the lower realm of the grotesque. However, Bakhtin claimed that literary interest in this grotesque material subsided after the 1820s, not to return until the twentieth century.  In doing so he ignores a crucial shift in the form of the irrational grotesque, which now became enacted in flesh and blood with the projection of this aesthetic onto the bodies of female romantic ballerinas and then cancan dancers. The cancan’s perceived grotesquerie is evident in contemporary descriptions and visual depictions of the dance. Many observers noted that the cancan distorted, contorted and fragmented the classical frame.  For example, Bayle St. John, a British author and traveller writes in 1854 that:

 

Dancing has been transformed into a violent kind of gymnastics, in which genteel young men kick up their legs, wag their heads, distort their bodies, and scatter their arms, elbows, and hands, exactly as if they were puppets hung on wires.

This fragmentation of the body is also evident in an illustration labelled ‘Cancan Leger’ that accompanies a description of the cancan by the American traveller James Jarves in his 1955 Parisian travelogue.
 A dancing couple are depicted in which the male dancer performs isolated body movements: he turns his head to the left, shifts his shoulders to the right, raises his left hip, bends his right knee, and flexes his right foot.  The wholeness of his body is broken by a series of angles, at the elbows, knee and ankles creating a zig-zag that disturbs any expectation of vertical, classical alignment.  Just as the classical body represented the centralised control of the monarchical political system, the fragmented body of the cancan suggested the fragmentation of the body politic, and democratisation of control. 

The independent movement of localised body parts was a particular threat in the case of those parts considered to be ‘low’, such as the legs.  The isolated movement of the legs suggested the evasion of rational control by certain, supposedly irrational, sections of the body politic, such as women, the lower classes, and the colonial other. 

This threat was fictionalised in Eugene Sue’s 1843 novel, Mysteries of Paris, which gave form to the bourgeoisie’s fears by depicting the sordid activities of a Parisian criminal underworld.
 Sue describes one of his shady characters, “overdoing the most grotesque and most impudent positions of the Chahut”.  He concludes the episode by highlighting the capacity of the cancan to embody the danger to Parisian society posed by his crowd of criminal others: 

 

Let the reader imagine all that is lowest, most shameless, and most monstrous in this idle, reckless, rapacious, sanguinary debauch, which shows itself more hostile to social order, and to which we have wished to call the attention of reflecting persons on terminating this recital. May this last horrible scene symbolize the imminent peril which continually menaces society!

The cancan was so threatening not just because of the disruption it caused to the civilised body of the quadrille, but because of the disruption it caused to the civilised body of society. If the contredanse had embodied the dispersal of the monarch’s power amongst the civilised aristocracy, and the quadrille had embodied the dispersal of the aristocracy’s power amongst the civilised bourgeoisie, then the cancan evoked the extension of power and self-control to the furthest extremities of the body, and the furthest extremities of the French body politic, represented increasingly, as the century progressed, by working class women. For the first two thirds of the nineteenth century, this image remained a utopian or dystopian spectre of the future of France. However, in the Third Republic in the late nineteenth century there was a revival of the political rhetoric of revolution and liberty. The political leaders of the Third Republic based their claim to power not on class allegiances, but on cross-class issues, and on improving the lot of the working classes and of women, through education for example. The image of the cancan therefore moved from the murky margins of French culture to the centre, representing French liberalism both within France and outside. At the Moulin Rouge, the working class cancan dancer infused the French Third Republic of 1889 with the revolutionary power of the masses of 1789. Like the liberalism it represented, this spectacle was both fascinating and disturbing to the fin-de-siecle bourgeoisie. In the new century, this image would be rejected in the attempt to reconstruct France as a modern, industrial nation. But in broader Euro-American culture, the Moulin Rouge cancan remained a potent image of unrestrained, sometimes naïve, sometimes dangerous political liberalism, throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first.
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