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NIGHT LIFE

TOO HOT TO HANDEL

/Jean-Paul Aubin-Parvu takes to the dancefloor
with the elegantladies and gentlemen of the

Covent Garden Minuet Company

The Victorians brought the partyto an end.
From now on everything would be about
morality, respectability and the covering up
of bosoms. Butwhat fun ithad been. While
the lower orders sleptit offinthe gutters on
Gin Lane, the Georgian upper classes had
pleasuredlong and hard. They knew howto let
theirwigs down. Gentlemen of independent
means and inherited fortunes slapped their
breechedthighs and feasted on adiet of lust
and depravity. Toamantheyidled, seduced,
gambled, drank and generally raked about.
Adaythatbeganwith aduel at dawn might
endwith afortune lost at cards. And as forthe
ladies well, let’s noteven gothere.

Butthe Georgian age was a paradox. For
while it could be both wild and wicked, itwas
also agolden age of elegant buildings and
fine art, a period when ladies and gentlemen
attended lavish balls and danced formal
minuets, sarabands and bourrees to the
beautiful strains of Handel, Lully, Mozart
and Rameau. Young ladies were closely
chaperoned, while men acted with honour.
Eventhe mostinformal contradanse was
flirtatious ratherthan sexual. Every guest
behavedimpeccably for most ofthe night.

Andfortonightonly I’'m anhonorary
member of the Covent Garden Minuet
Company, which strives torecreate the
atmosphere ofthe classic mid-Georgian
period, circa 1760. The company performs
atahost of wonderful venues spread farand
wide and even rehearses in style, which is
why my eyes are taking inthe interior elegance
ofthe Swiss Church on Endell Street. The
churchwas builtin 1762, whichis very muchin
keeping with the period.

Five ladies and five gentlemen, including
me, are to be put through ourbaroque
paces by dancing mistress Sarah Cremer.
Sarah introduces me to Charles Miller,
the company’s chairman andthentoits
secretary, Anna Nowakowska. The fact that
everybody is so welcoming helps to calm my
firstnight nerves.

The company don’t actually rehearse in
costume, which is heartening news, since my
dance ensemble of t-shirt, tracksuit bottoms
andtrainers would cut little dashin the court
of King Georgel lll.

We begin by warming up onthe just re-laid
wooden flooring. Charles switches on his
iPod, mounted on adock of fancy speakers,
andthe music begins. |amtransported back
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250years withinthe first few bars.

Sarahlines us up atthe farend ofthe
church beneath the splendid pipe organ
and soon has everyone practising basic
movements in time with the music. Firstwe
step forward onto the right foot, which should
land with the toes pointing offto the right at
about 45 degrees, then onto the left, and so
ondownthe room. Each step happens onthe
rising firstbeat of the bar atleastwhenthe
others doit. Arms are held out gracefully to
the side throughout, with hands slowly turning
over, almostwafting, palm up, palm down. On
reachingthe altar steps we turn offto the side.

Sarahthen asks the companyto partner
up, withthe lovely Linda offering to stand on
my right. The gentleman places his hand over
thelady’s and sodo I. Each set of partners,
with Lindaand I the lastinline, practise a
processional minuet down the church.

Iwatch the next couple of dances from
the sidelines. This gives me the perfect
opportunity to ask ourdancing mistress a
little about barogue dance, whichwas atits
height during the middle of the 18th century,
atimewhen arts and culture were primarily
led by France. Any new dance style or variation
first seen at court would then spread across
Europe as fast as adance master’s horse
couldgallop.

“Being able to dance well was as
important as deportment, how you spoke,
how you greeted people it was one of the
social etiquettes,” says Sarah. The lavish
balls adheredto a strict hierarchy, “The most
important people would probably dance first
and would have prime position on the dance
floor, and there would be a very definite
running order ofthe dances performed.”

But no matter how formal and elegant
these events must have been with everyone
bound by social etiquette underneaththe
Georgians were fairly rough and ready.

“Itwas, I think, a fascinating, complete
Juxtaposition,” agrees Sarah. “We see it as
very formal, gentrified, held back, andyet at
the same time the complete flipside. There
are some wonderful writings ofthe time
about how propereverybody looks, where
they’re all be-wigged, made up and dressed,
but underneath the teeth are rotten, the
women are wearing falsies and the men
have gotfalse calves everythingis afacade.”

The announcement that the nextdance
will be the Flirtation has me rushing back

to the middle. We stand in awide circle and
thenthe men steptowards ourladies. Taking
our partner by the hands, with arms crossed
over, we swing around smiling flirtatiously.
We then skip afast promenade inabig circle
before comingto ahalt. The ladies stepinto
the middle, bid each otherhello and step back
again. The mentake ourturninthe middle,
with my choice of greeting aloud hoorah, and
back outwe come, turning clockwise to face
the next lady.

During the break, Araminta, the company’s
newest member, walks over carrying a pile
ofclothes. These are what a Georgian lady
would have dancedin. Alace chemise was
worn nextto the skin, followed by the stays,
tied firmlyto both pull inthe stomach and
accentuate the cleavage, or “the positives”
as Charles putsitwith agrin, having wandered
over. The nextitem are the hoops, rather like
American footballer’s shoulder pads, only
worn around the hips to puff out the skirt. The
dressing up would continue with petticoat,
stomacher, skirtand gown. And last of all, the
wig, which, depending onthe fashion of the
day, could be agigantic construction.

Georgjian gentlemen wore achemise
with aruffle atthe top, a stock tie, waistcoat,
breeches, stockings, buckled shoes,
overcoat, powdered wig and hat.

| ask Aramintahow easy she finds dancing
infullcostume. “The only thing is that
because the skirt puffs out at the sides,
you have to bear in mind you’re widerthan
usual,” she says. “Soyou can’tgettoo close
when passing someone.”

Anna Nowakowska nips offto puton
acostume. Lindahands me achemise,
breeches and powdered wig. Minutes later
I’'m back wearing achemise, powdered wig
andtracksuitbottoms. The breeches weren’t
really my colour or size. Linda adjusts my wig,
soldon’tresemble a Georgian noble who's
chosento announce his arrival to the ball by
falling downthe stairs.

| stand beside Anna, who has stepped off
the cover of Georgjan Vogue, and we prepare
to dance the Lully Processional, my hand
resting upon hers. The companybegins a
procession that finishes with each set of
partnersturning out and away from each
other, like two arcs fanning out. Annavery
kindly mouths instructions to me through the
next few sequences to help keep me ontrack.
Towardsthe end, the ladies again stepinto the
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middle, butthis time theyformasmallcircle,  Garden Minuet Companywas foundedin successes was a performance atthe
andwith one arm stretched out, theirhands 1982 by the late Simon Caradoc Evans. Senate in Washington DC. Afewyears ago
touching, the ladies perform arevolutionlike  Theyhave since danced at such amazing we opened the Handel Festival in Gottingen,
pretty spokes of awheel. Gracefuldoesn'tdo  venues as The Wallace Collection, Spencer Germany. It was on the front page of the local
itjustice thisis somethingelse. House, Compton Verney, Harewood House, paperthe next day andthere was TV. We got
The nextdance involves only the ladies, Shugborough Hall, Osterley Park, Barbican amassive standing ovation and were quite
who execute many afine hop, skipand a Halland the Banqueting House, Whitehall. gobsmacked. Butitwas huge fun.”
spring between them. | sidle overto Charles “We’ve also done several international Charles’s enthusiasm for minuet dancing
Miller, who informs me that the Covent tours,” says Charles. “One of our greatest andthe periodis boundless. Butwhy, |

ask him. Partlyit’s because many of these
dances hadn’t been performed for centuries
untilthe formation of the company. Partly
it'sthe chance to interact and dance with
such alovely bunch of people. But most
ofall, I suspect, it's “acertain Hogarthian
rumbustuousness, which is great fun and
very appealing”.

Thefinal dance ofthe evening willbe a
Pistolet, acontradanse that Charles insists |
try. “It’s a dance where you change partners
very quickly,”he says. “Inthe middle ofthe
dance you both make the sign of a pistol.
You're meantto shoot your partnerthrough
the heart, or someone else ifyou prefer, and
then you turn round and meet the next girl.
It’s a very simple dance, just a bit of fun. Now
would you like a pinch a snuff?”

I’'mless than attentive to the opening
movements of the Pistolet I'm just waiting for
the shootingto start. There is some stepping
towards my partner, followed by cross arm
holding and possibly a bit of turning. And finally
the moment I've been waiting for. We release
ourhold, step away, and afteraloud clap of
the hands we make a pistol with ourfingers,
take aim atone another and squeeze the
triggerwhile stamping once onthe floor. Not
forthe firsttime, my gun fails tofire.

Afterturning clockwise, | stand facing the
nextlady. Off we go again, and pretty soon |
have shot at all five ladies, the last of whom
chooses to point her pistol skywards rather
than shoot me through the heart. More fool
her, I1think, as | take her outwith acracking
shot. Stillthe music continues, which allows
me the chance tofinish offthe wounded.

When the dancefinishes | blowimaginary
smoke from the end of my finger pistol. I'd lay
moneythatbackin Georgiantimes, before the
advent of health and safety, this dance would
be performed using real pistols. Doubtless
one ortwo old scores would have been settled
this way. That’s possibly what caused so
manywars something else those Georgians
were very fond of.
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