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Abstract 

 

This thesis investigates two seventeenth-century French court ballet adaptations of 

Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and Psyche’: Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché, performed at 

the court of Louis XIII in 1619; and Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour, staged in 

1656 during the reign of Louis XIV. Its focus is the reinvention of la fable de Psyché by ballet 

creators to fit evolving theatrical practice, changing modes of amorous discourse and 

shifting political circumstances. Firstly, this study probes the operation of narrative and 

the construction of character in these works, interrogating the concept of ballet as 

‘imitation of nature’ as propounded by seventeenth-century dance theorists. Secondly, it 

examines the ballets’ representation of love and desire; and, thirdly, it scrutinises their 

projection of monarchic ideology.  

 

This thesis offers genre-specific definitions of narrative, character and imitation that have 

implications for wider court ballet scholarship. It contends that the ‘fable de Psyché’ 

provided a set of references, rather than a template for dramatization. Alternative 

narratives, for example allegorical story arcs, were equally important to the Psyche 

ballets’ conception. Court ballet characters were tripartite constructions consisting of stock 

figures overlaid with gallant stereotypes and blended with performers’ attributes.  

Imitation in this artform involved encapsulating the essential nature of characters in 

costume and dance with sufficient accuracy to ensure recognition.  

 

In ballets mixing the amours of fictional characters with the love lives of courtiers, women 

were cast as objects of male desire and love was a powerful catalyst for metamorphosis. 

The ballets de Psyché restaged royal myths – ‘The Triumph of Good over Evil’, ‘The 

Restoration of the Golden Age’, ‘The Queen, Paragon of Feminine Perfection’ – that 

together formed a monarchical mythos, that is a group of interconnected stories 

supporting an ideology. Analysis of their articulation in the Psyche ballets exposes 

tensions between projections of an all-powerful monarchy and young sovereigns 

confronted by turbulence and instability. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Corpus, Methodology and Structure 

In his treatise Des Ballets anciens et modernes selon les règles du théâtre, seventeenth-century 

dance theorist Claude-François Menestrier declared (1682: 162-3): ‘aujourd’hui il y a 

beaucoup de Danses & peu de Ballets, parce que les Danseurs aiment mieux faire de 

beaux pas, & de belles cadences, que s’assujettir à representer ce qui devroit se 

representer pour faire de justes Ballets’. In other words, Menestrier dichotomizes ‘danses’ 

and ‘ballets’ by defining the latter as a superior form of entertainment, a theatrical 

performance that would sustain the interest of an audience by representing something. 

He specifies what they should represent elsewhere in his treatise: ‘Le Ballet n’imite pas 

seulement les actions, il imite encore selon Aristote les passions & les mœurs’ (1682: 160). 

What is at issue here is ‘the way the dance refers to the world’, as dance scholar Susan 

Leigh Foster expresses it (1986: 59): how theatrical dance should relate to the rest of 

existence, what aspects of the world it should portray, and how it should represent these. 

Should this representation involve dramatizing a narrative? Is there any role for the type 

of dance deplored by Menestrier concerned entirely with beautiful steps and rhythms? 

These are questions that theorists and practitioners of dance have grappled with 

throughout its history. They also form the starting point for this thesis, which focuses on 

the theatrical dance of Menestrier’s time, the ballet de cour. The present study explores the 

operation of story and character in this genre, as well as the relationship between 

performer and spectator, and investigates techniques used to represent love and desire, 

and to project the ideology of the French monarchy. The objective is to provide new 

insights into the way in which court ballet interacted with the world it inhabited and 

represented. 

 

Corpus 

This thesis takes as its case studies two French court ballet adaptations of Apuleius’s 

story, ‘Cupid and Psyche’: Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché, performed at the 

court of Louis XIII in 1619; and Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour, staged in 1656 

during the early reign of Louis XIV. For brevity, these are referred to as Psyche 1 and 
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Psyche 2 respectively in this study. These works have been selected because they were 

both adapted from a single source text: the story of ‘Cupid and Psyche’, an episode in the 

Roman epic The Golden Ass (2 A.D.) by Apuleius. Not all court ballets were adapted from 

a single source. Although ballet creators often took inspiration from Ovid’s retelling of 

Greco-Roman mythology in his Metamorphoses (8 A.D.), they tended to use classical gods 

and heroes out of context, without necessarily enacting the myths in which they featured. 

The seventeenth-century treatments of ‘Cupid and Psyche’ are therefore unusual in 

having a relatively direct relationship with Apuleius’s narrative. They are not unique, 

however. In the early seventeenth century, a number of ballets were based on episodes 

from two Italian epic romances: Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1506–1532) and 

Torquato Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata (1581). These works, which include Le Ballet de 

Monsieur de Vendôme (1610), Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617), Le Ballet du Roy 

représentant la furie de Roland (1618), and Le Ballet de Tancrède (1619), have been extensively 

studied by Marie-Claude Canova-Green (2000; 2012b; 2013), and her analysis of the 

allegorical use of themes from the source texts influenced the present study. Whereas each 

of these ballets were loosely based on distinct, unconnected episodes from works 

crowded with plots and sub-plots, the Psyche ballets both derive from exactly the same 

story. The presence of two ballets de Psyché in the French court ballet repertoire produced 

thirty-seven years apart allows for comparison between the source text and two very 

different adaptations. Comparison of the ballets enables the identification of common 

threads, as well as differences in approach. 

 

Although the ballets de Psyché analysed in this thesis have received some critical attention, 

they have been somewhat overshadowed by two later theatrical reworkings of the fable: 

Psyché: Tragédie-comédie-ballet en cinq actes (1671), a play by Molière, Corneille and 

Quinault with interludes for music and dance; and Lully’s opera Psyché (1678; reprised in 

1684). For example, in his comprehensive survey of the Psyche myth in French literature 

(1939), Henri Le Maître devotes forty-six pages to La Tragédie-ballet de Psyché of 1671 (pp. 

134–80), and seven pages to Lully’s opera (pp. 182-89). In contrast, he dedicates only three 

pages to Psyche 1 (pp. 68-71), summarising it with minimal comment, beyond noting an 

abrupt shift in focus away from the eponymous couple in the final scene. He allots a 

further three pages to Psyche 2 (pp. 83-86), asserting that ‘le titre seul semble emprunté au 
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mythe’ but that ‘la fiction est ingénieuse’ (Le Maître 1939: 83). Véronique Gély (2006), 

Canova-Green (2010, 1997) and Marie-Françoise Christout (2005) have also given some 

consideration to one or both of the Psyche ballets in their work. However, to my 

knowledge, no in-depth study dedicated solely to these ballets de Psyché has been 

produced to date. 

 

Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché (Psyche 1) has also been overshadowed by Le 

Ballet de Tancrède performed five days earlier during the same 1619 Carnival season. 

Margaret McGowan devotes a chapter of her seminal study of sixteenth- and early 

seventeenth-century court dance (1963: 117–31) to Le Ballet de Tancrède, but only mentions 

Psyche 1 in passing. This may be because, as a ‘queen’s ballet’, Psyche 1 took second place 

to the Ballet de Tancrède, a ‘king’s ballet’ in which Louis XIII himself performed: it was 

produced in only five days, and reused the sets and stage machinery of the ballet du roi 

(McGowan 1963: 118–19). Furthermore, the description of the king’s ballet published after 

the event might appear to offer more material for scholars than the two-page account 

produced for Psyche 1. Entitled Relation du Grand Ballet du Roy …sur l’adventure de Tancrède 

en la Forest enchantée (Gramont 1619), it is a document of forty-six pages giving detailed, 

scene-by-scene breakdowns, and includes an illustration of the décor of the opening 

scene. However, close reading reveals that the description of Psyche 1, although brief, is 

surprisingly dense in information. The second ballet in the corpus, Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la 

puissance de l’amour (Psyche 2), has also been underestimated by scholars due to its lack of 

sustained narrative: rather than a fully-fledged ballet, Gély labelled it a ‘parade’ (2006: 

204) and Christout  a ‘mascarade’ (2005: 85), characterisations that fail to take account of 

its structural and thematic sophistication.  

 

Limited critical focus does not mean that the two ballets de Psyché are unworthy of 

analysis, however. On the contrary, what emerges strongly from a detailed examination of 

these works is the richness of their material, both in terms of structural components and 

thematic and ideological content. As a result, an early plan to include in-depth analyses of 

court ballets based on ‘Cupid and Psyche’ from other countries, for example, Les Noces de 

Cupidon et de Psyché, performed in Brussels in 1608, and treatments of Apuleius’s tale in 

other genres, such as Striggio’s intermedi of 1556 and Thomas Heywood’s masque of 1634, 
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was rejected in favour of an investigation firmly centred on the French ballets of 1619 and 

1656. At the same time, this investigation situates Psyche 1 and 2 within a matrix of other 

court ballets and works in related genres, including, but not restricted to, those inspired 

by ’Cupid and Psyche’. Close analysis of the two corpus ballets enables a meticulous, in-

depth scrutiny of narrative, character, dance, music and spectacle in these works, as well 

as detailed investigation of their representation of love and royalty. The Psyche 

adaptations find echoes in many other court ballets in their form, content and ideological 

import. Furthermore, the comparative method adopted in this study exposes similarities 

(for example, young kings in periods of instability) and contrasts (for example, the 

negation of the king’s youth versus its political exploitation) that resonate beyond the 

corpus ballets. The Psyche productions therefore serve a paradigmatic function in relation 

to other examples of the genre, and their examination offers a possible template for the 

study of similar works. 

 

Methodology 

The focus of this thesis is the intertextual dialogue between Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and 

Psyche’ and the court ballets it inspired, and between the two ballets de Psyché themselves. 

Its primary texts include: E. J. Kenney’s translation into English of ‘Cupid & Psyche’ by 

Apuleius (1990); and textual records of the two ballets contained in documents called 

livrets, currently held in the archives of the Bibliothèque nationale de France and 

reproduced in collections of ballets de cour edited by Canova-Green (2010, 1997). Analysis 

of the elisions, modifications and substitutions in the balletic reinventions underpins an 

investigation of the aesthetic and ideological principles at work in their construction. This 

study also considers the ballets as adaptations, analysing how Apuleius’s story was 

reinvented to fit within the specific parameters of the court ballet genre. Adaptation from 

one medium to another is always a process of transformation. However, concern for 

faithfulness to the original has often affected the assessment of dance adaptations, as 

Grace Ledbetter has shown in relation to Balanchine’s ‘translation’ of the Greek Homeric 

Hymn to Apollo into ballet in Apollon Musagète (1929). She points out that ‘translation 

theory and adaptation theory have had to overcome the moralistic orientation of “fidelity 

discourse”, which privileges the source text and holds the translation or adaptation to an 

ideal of authenticity’ (Ledbetter 2019: 140). In examining these ballets as adaptations, the 
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objective is not to evaluate their fidelity to the original: court ballet makers generally 

adopted a very free approach to the reworking of source texts. Instead, this study probes 

how the creators of the Psyche adaptations manipulated the content of the original source 

to produce new meanings, reinventing the tale of Cupid and Psyche to meet the demands 

of evolving theatrical practice, changing modes of amorous discourse and shifting 

political circumstances.  

 

The method of analysis used in this study involves a close reading of the ballets, that is a 

line-by-line examination of the informational content, didascalia, vocabulary, symbolism 

and motifs contained in the livrets’ accounts of performances, as well as in any associated 

poetic texts, vocal lyrics, musical scores and costume designs. The material extracted has 

then been grouped thematically and situated in its historical and cultural context.  

 

Thesis Structure 

The present chapter summarises the main strands of relevant scholarship, sets out the 

argument of the thesis and explains its significance. It also outlines the history, aesthetic 

principles and theatrical practices of court ballet, and considers the main form of evidence 

available to the scholar, the livret de ballet. Chapter 2 probes the operation of narrative and 

the construction of character in these works, examining the concept of ballet as ‘imitation 

of nature’ and the performer-spectator relationship. The following two chapters then test 

out the hypotheses formulated in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 examines the ballets’ 

representation of love and desire; and Chapter 4 scrutinises their projection of monarchic 

ideology. Finally, Chapter 5 synthesizes the arguments of the previous chapters and 

suggests possibilities for further research emerging from this study. 

 

1.2 Court Ballet Scholarship 

Court ballet researchers are indebted to a handful of authors who laid the foundations of 

scholarship in this field. Henri Prunières’ work, Le ballet de cour en France avant Benserade et 

Lully, published in 1914, traces the evolution of the genre from its origins in the sixteenth 

century to the 1640s. The terminology employed in his work has informed subsequent 
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studies, including this thesis, in particular the expressions ballets mélodramatiques and 

ballets à entrées, defined below. Scholars from the Warburg Institute have also made 

invaluable contributions to the understanding of court ballet. The Warburg Institute was 

established at the University of London in 1933 as a centre for inter-disciplinary cross-

cultural research using methodologies developed by German art historian Abby Warburg. 

In The French Academies of the Sixteenth Century (1947), Warburg scholar Frances Yates 

explores how court ballet emerged out of experiments in combining dance, music, poetry 

and painting at the Académie de Baïf (Yates 1988: 236–74). Another Warburg Institute 

graduate, Margaret McGowan, expands on the concept of court ballet as a multimedia 

enterprise combining all the arts in her seminal L'Art du ballet de cour en France, 1581-1643 

(1963), which provides an overview of developments in ballet de cour from the sixteenth 

century until the death of Louis XIII in 1643. McGowan’s major contributions include her 

research into the theoretical foundations of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century theatrical 

dance, and her analysis of the deployment of political allegory in ballets de cour. Her more 

recent work, Dance in the Renaissance: European Fashion, French Obsession (2008), examines 

sixteenth-century dance ‘within the cultural, political and aesthetic frames that give it 

meaning’. Further contributions to the study of early court ballet include Julia Prest’s 

investigation (2013) of the performance of Le Paradis d’Amour in 1572, which sheds new 

light on the relationship between performance, violence and peace-making during the 

Wars of Religion; and Melinda Gough’s exploration (2019) of the role played by Marie de 

Medici, wife of Henri IV, in harnessing court ballet to the promotion not only of her own 

political authority but also that of the new Bourbon dynasty. 

 

In France, the study of court ballet has formed part of an endeavour to preserve the 

country’s cultural patrimony. Christout’s Le ballet de cour de Louis XIV, 1643-1672: mises en 

scène was first published in 1967, and updated in 2005. It begins where McGowan’s work 

finishes, analysing ballets, artistic techniques and dance theories from Louis XIV’s 

minority until the demise of the artform. Christout highlights the work of scenic artists, 

particularly the Italian machinist Giacomo Torelli. Georgie Durosoir covers the complete 

history of court ballet in Les ballets de la cour de France au XVIIe siècle (2004). Both Christout 

and Durosoir emphasise the fantastical and spectacular attributes of the ballet de cour. 

Philippe Hourcade’s 2002 work, Mascarades et ballets au grand siècle (1643-1715), focuses on 
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the reign of Louis XIV, highlighting the hybridity and plurality of a dance culture that 

extended beyond large-scale court ballets into comédie-ballets, mascarades and balls. 

Nathalie Lecomte’s Entre cours et jardins d'illusion: le ballet en Europe (1515-1715), published 

in 2014, is an encyclopaedic survey of two hundred years of court ballet and associated 

arts, including the dissemination of la belle danse across Europe, supported with a 

collection of tables and timelines of great utility to the scholar. These works are primarily 

concerned with charting the history of the artform and celebrating its effervescent 

creativity and inventiveness, rather than exploring the use of court ballets for the 

promotion of monarchic ideology. 

 

By contrast, works on court spectacle influenced by Michael Foucault conceive cultural 

products in terms of a discourse of power. In Le Portrait du roi, an analysis of the 

projection of Louis XIV’s image in seventeenth-century France, Louis Marin asks (1981: 9): 

‘qu’en est-il du pouvoir et des représentations? Qu’en est-il, à l’inverse, de la 

représentation et de ses pouvoirs?’ Marin’s work informs Jean-Marie Apostolidès’ 

analysis (1981: 63) of the way in which, under Louis XIV, the arts were put to the service 

of the state and their representations strictly controlled. He notes, for example, that in the 

early years of the reign, ‘le ballet à machines […] est prétexte à exprimer la situation 

politique du moment, le triomphe de la monarchie absolue sur la noblesse frondeuse’. 

While Apostolidès regards ballets and other court activities as instruments of absolutist 

control, Georgia Cowart (2008: xvi) identifies discourses of power in the pursuit of 

pleasure: ‘In the leisured society of the French court, being entertained was one of the 

highest privileges, and the ability to produce entertainment one of the highest signifiers of 

power’. Mary Sheriff (2018) devotes a chapter of her study of enchanted islands in the 

imaginary of ancien régime France to court ballet’s repeated dramatizing of the defeat of 

the enchantress by the king as a political metaphor. Canova-Green’s investigation (1993) 

of the connections between performance and international politics charts relations 

between France and England as enacted through ballet de cour and court masques. In a 

similar vein, Ellen R. Welch (2017) investigates the interactions between theatrical 

performance, including court ballet, and the real-life ‘theatre of diplomacy’ through which 

relationships between European governments were negotiated. Mark Franko (1993) 

conceptualises court ballet in terms of power relations, identifying a strain of noble 
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rebellion within the satire, fantasy and obscene humour of so-called ‘burlesque ballets’ 

(see below).  

 

Critics have also focused on the body in court dance in relation to systems of power. 

Franko explores the way dancers’ bodies became depersonalised instruments inscribing 

symbols on the floor in ballets géométriques (Franko 1993); elsewhere, he analyses the cross-

dressed body of Louis XIV dancing female roles (Franko 1994, 2003). Julia Prest (2006) also 

investigates cross-casting in the performing arts during the reign of Louis XIV, examining 

the interpretation of female roles by male dancers in court ballet, and the framing of 

female dancers in terms of patriarchal notions of femininity. Her article (2002) on the 

gendering of court ballet audiences draws attention to the bodily perfection expected of 

women in court ballet verses, both as privileged spectators of all-male performances and 

as dancers exposed to the male gaze. Canova-Green (2022) sheds light on the eroticised 

interaction between female spectator and male dancer in masculine performance directed 

‘aux dames’. Sarah Cohen (2000: 10) explores ‘the artful body’ in relation to Louis XIV’s 

performance in ballets de cour, specifically ‘the power relations that can play out through 

the nuances of bodily display and interaction’.  

 

The theorising of ballet de cour as an apparatus of propaganda and control has been met 

with scepticism in some quarters. While acknowledging the politics of prestige attached to 

the magnificence of court festivals, Christout expresses resistance to the portrayal of court 

ballet as ‘une métaphore politique souvent analysée de façon réductive’ (Christout 2005: 

187). Philippe Hourcade (2002: 31) expresses similar reservations about conceptualising 

court ballet in terms of a political discourse. The approach adopted in this study, 

however, is that awareness of power dynamics relating to class, economic status, gender, 

sexuality, race and other relevant factors is essential to an effective evaluation of cultural 

artefacts. This thesis explores the discourses and ideologies – aesthetic, galant, patriarchal, 

monarchic – that intersect with court ballet as part of an overarching discourse of power, 

and views the promotion of the ideology of the monarchy as the prime function of the 

genre. 
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1.3 Argument 

This thesis holds court ballet adaptation up to scrutiny, interrogating the role of the 

source text – la fable – in the two corpus ballets. ‘Cupid and Psyche’ by Apuleius is one of 

Western culture’s most enduring love stories, offering colourful characters, dramatic 

incidents, plot twists and emotional highs and lows – ideal material, it would seem, for re-

enactment in dance. Yet Psyche 1 truncates the narrative at its climax, while Psyche 2 

makes no attempt to enact the story, incorporating only a limited selection of Apuleius’s 

characters and locations. This study questions the exaggerated importance given to 

narrative in some evaluations of these ballets. Prunières (1970: 129–33) argues that court 

ballet fell into decadence when it ceased to dramatize a story. Similarly, Canova-Green 

(1997: 289–90) contends that the 1656 Psyche ballet constitutes a regression compared to 

earlier court ballets more concerned with dramatizing a narrative. This study challenges 

these views: drawing on definitions of narrative and story from narratology and related 

disciplines, it argues that ‘la fable de Psyché’ provided a system of reference points for 

ballet creators, rather than a strict template for dramatization. Equally important to the 

conception of these ballets was their network of alternative narratives, from the 

backstories of well-known mythological figures to allegorical story arcs constructed across 

multiple scenes to form micro-narratives. Whether or not they attempted to dramatize la 

fable de Psyché, these ballets were not concerned with engaging spectators with the plot or 

eliciting empathy for the protagonists.  

 

A further contribution of this thesis is the analysis of the construction of character in court 

ballet, as exemplified by the Psyche productions. Prest (2006: 84) highlights the dual stage 

persona of the court ballet dancer consisting of his/her fictional role and him/herself. This 

study builds on this concept, arguing that the characters in the Psyche ballets are tripartite 

constructions, consisting of stock characters (Juno, Gladiator, Constancy) overlaid with 

gallant stereotypes (female love object or desiring male), blended with the attributes of 

real-life performers highlighted in verses read by spectators during performances. The 

present study also interrogates the concept of ballet as ‘imitation of nature’ propounded 

by seventeenth-century dance theorists, an appropriation of Aristotelian mimesis that has 

received insufficient critical scrutiny to date. McGowan (1963: 13) cites Menestrier’s 

characterisation of ballet as ‘une imitation’ without examining this concept in detail. 
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Based on the analysis of the Psyche ballets, this thesis argues that imitation in this context 

involved encapsulating the essential nature of a character through the depiction of their 

most salient attributes in costume and dance with sufficient appropriateness, or bienséance, 

to ensure recognition by spectators. For the audience, the pleasure of recognising accurate 

imitations was crucial to the court ballet experience. 

 

This study also investigates the representation of love and desire in the Psyche ballets. 

Given its prominence as a theme in court spectacle, the portrayal of amorous relations in 

ballets de cour has received surprisingly little critical attention. Both ballets de Psyché offer a 

multi-facetted portrayal of love that extends beyond the central couple. The amours of the 

fictional characters are blended with the conventionalised amorous interplay of galanterie 

and the real love lives of the dancers to produce the representations of lovers in these 

works. The commentary provided by poetic verses that accompany the ballets – the vers 

pour les personnages – highlights the theatricality of the experience, in the sense of laying 

bare the artificiality of theatrical performance, of revealing ‘la marque de l’artifice, du jeu, 

du procédé artistique clairement affiché comme tel’ (Pavis 1980: 41). It is also 

metatheatrical, defined as ‘a self-reflexive performance that reveals its artistic status to the 

audience’ (Kennedy 2010). In this case, the verses offer a self-reflexive evaluation of the 

casting of roles and performers’ ability to portray them effectively. The capacity of noble 

dancers to embody stock characters reinterpreted as gallant stereotypes of lovers is 

assessed in the vers with reference to their own love lives. Furthermore, ballet poets assess 

the desirability of both fictional characters and performers: women are cast as objects of 

male desire because of their beauty, which renders them both fascinating and potentially 

dangerous to men, while the discourse of galanterie is used to sugar-coat predatory 

seduction of women by men. Moreover, love is presented as a catalyst for metamorphosis 

– from mortality to divinity, childlike innocence to adult experience, pleasure to pain, 

sanity to madness. The ballets reveal a courtly fascination with the powerful and 

potentially dangerous forces of love and desire.  

 

Performed during the early reigns of Louis XIII and Louis XIV respectively, the Psyche 

ballets are ultimately more concerned with staging the official story of the current 

monarch’s rule than the story of ‘Cupid and Psyche’. McGowan (1963) and Canova-Green 
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(1993) have analysed the political symbolism of allegories used in court ballets in relation 

to historical circumstances. This study engages in a similar analysis, but also takes on 

board Françoise Bardon’s conception (1975) of royal image-making as a re-versioning of 

the same imagery across multiple reigns. It situates image-making focused on the 

monarch and his family within an overriding mythos, that is a group of interconnected 

myths supporting an ideology, comprised of the standard tropes of the imaginaire 

monarchique that were repeated from one reign to the next, and that shaped the 

representation of royalty in court ballet and other arts. These include ‘The Divinity of the 

Sovereign’, ‘The Triumph of Good over Evil’, ‘The Restoration of the Golden Age’, ‘The 

King’s Sexual Power’ and ‘The Queen, Paragon of Feminine Perfection’. In analysing the 

Psyche productions through the prism of this ‘mythos of monarchy’, this thesis not only 

illuminates their representation of royal ideology, but also offers a possible framework for 

the examination of political messaging in other court ballets. The present study exposes 

tensions between the image projected by these myths of an all-powerful, unquestionable 

and eternal monarchy and the historical reality of young monarchs facing turbulence and 

instability. Although the creators of the Psyche ballets sometimes followed convention, 

for example portraying the sovereign as a Roman god, they also adapted monarchical 

myths and invented new ones as required by political circumstances. Members of the 

royal family are therefore portrayed as both perfectly suited to the needs of the present, 

and embodiments of a timeless monarchic ideal. The vers pour les personnages are crucial to 

the staging of monarchy: they remind spectators that royalty in disguise remain king, 

queen or prince, and provide a metatheatrical analysis of the ways in which their 

theatrical roles and their royal roles interact.  

 

1.4 The Art of Court Ballet 

Court ballet flourished as a distinct genre in France and other parts of Europe from the 

late sixteenth to the late seventeenth centuries: although it absorbed influences from other 

genres, it developed conventions and protocols that distinguished it from opera and 

spoken drama. The term ballet de cour dates from the nineteenth century according to 

Hourcade (2002: 8). Prunières employs the term in his history of court ballet, Le Ballet de 

cour en France avant Benserade et Lully, written in 1914, as if it were a well-established 

designation. However, sixteenth- and seventeenth-century practitioners and theorists of 
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the genre referred to it simply as ‘le ballet’. The terms ballet de cour and court ballet are 

useful to distinguish it from later related but divergent dance forms such as the ballet 

d’action and classical ballet. The artform appears to have emerged in the sixteenth century 

from the mixing of French forms of court spectacle, for example entremets dansés 

performed between courses at royal banquets, and imports from Italian princely 

entertainments.  

 

It would be hard to underestimate the influence of Italian forms of theatrical 

entertainment on early French court ballet. Catherine de Medici is usually credited with 

bringing Italian-style danced entertainments to the court of France when she married 

Henri de Valois, duc d’Orléans, and the future Henri II, in 1533 (Prunières 1970: 54). The 

word ballet, which begins to appear in French in the fifteenth century, is said to derive 

from the Italian balletto, itself a diminutive of ballo, meaning ‘dances’ (Lecomte 2014: 24). 

Italian musicians, dancing masters, set painters, theatre machinists and other craftsmen 

travelled to France to offer their skills to noble families, while French artists went to Italy 

to hone their craft and learn the latest techniques. The Psyche ballets illustrate the 

significant contributions made by Italian artists to the genre. Psyche 1 boasted set designs 

and theatre machines by Tomasso Francini, who began his career working for Franciso I 

de Medici, Grand Duke of Tuscany, and introduced the revolving stage-set to France in 

1617 for Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud. Psyche 2 drew on the talents of Jean-Baptiste 

Lully, born Giovanni Battista Lulli in Florence, as both dancer and composer; and of 

Giacomo Torelli, a celebrated designer of sets and theatre machines brought over from 

Venice by Cardinal Mazzarin.  

 

The emergence of court ballet as a genre was also due to homegrown artistic influences. 

These included the sixteenth-century aesthetic movement associated particularly with 

composer Jean-Antoine de Baïf that sought to fuse the arts of poetry, music, dance and 

painting in order to recreate the dance and music spectacle of the Ancient Greeks and 

Romans (McGowan 1963: 17–18). Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx, creator of Le Ballet comique de 

la Royne staged in 1681, declared a similar aim: ‘diversifier la musique de poesie, & 

entrelacer la poesie de musique, & le plus souvent cõfondre toutes deux ensemble: ainsi 

que l’antiquité ne recitoit point les vers sans musique, & Orphee ne sonnoit iamais sans 
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vers’ (1581: ‘Au Lecteur’). Such an endeavour chimed with the prevailing culture of 

Humanism and the high value it placed on the legacy of antiquity (Mann 1996: 1–19). 

However, as Lecomte (2014: 58) points out, Renaissance conceptions of ancient dance 

were based on little or no evidence: ‘les traces des danses antiques n’existant plus, ces 

dernières sont imaginés’. Paradoxically, out of this attempt to recreate the ancient past, a 

completely new genre emerged. The earliest evidence we have for court ballets dates from 

the late sixteenth century. Records exist of an hour-long ballet, Le Paradis d’Amour, at the 

wedding of Henri de Bourbon, king of Navarre, and Margarite de Valois in 1572, and of a 

danced entertainment, Le Ballet des Polonais, given by Catherine de Medici in honour of 

visiting Polish ambassadors the following year. The earliest full-length ballet for which a 

detailed written record has been preserved is Le Ballet comique de la Royne performed at the 

Louvre in 1581 (McGowan 1963: 41).  

 

Ballet de cour is considered to have laid the foundations for what we now call ‘classical 

ballet’, but its spectacles looked and sounded very different to today’s ballet performances 

(Homans 2010: 3–38). Instead of a full evening of silent movement to instrumental music, 

as we would experience nowadays watching Giselle or Swan Lake, court ballet dancers 

were accompanied by vocalists as well as instrumentalists, and scenes centred on récits 

(sung monologues) or operatic arias were commonly interspersed between the dances, as 

exemplified by both Psyche ballets. Some works in this genre, for example Le Ballet des 

Muses (1666), were not unlike variety shows, with actors, opera singers, comedia dell’arte 

performers and other artists making guest appearances between the dances. This 

hybridity was a key characteristic of court ballet: with its ‘flexibilité de forme étonnante’ 

(McGowan 1963: 7), it could absorb a multitude of influences and encompass a wide 

variety of theatrical disciplines, adapting as necessary to changing circumstances.  

 

The productions for which the most comprehensive historical records have been found 

are generally the large-scale spectacles performed in the great halls of royal palaces. Both 

Psyche ballets, which were lavish productions funded from royal coffers and staged at the 

Louvre, fall into this category. Audiences for performances in the royal palaces were 

made up of courtiers and specially invited guests, for example ambassadors and other 

foreign dignitaries. The big royal ballets might be performed several times at court, and 
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would sometimes be reprised in public venues such as the Hotel de Ville in Paris, 

providing access to a wider audience, including members of the bourgeoisie (Prunières 

1970: 139–40). Psyche 2, for example, was performed on the 16th and 17th of January 1656, 

repeated before the papal Nuncio on the 23rd, and reprised on the 27th and 30th. It was then 

performed ‘pour la ville’ on the 16th of February and the 18th of March, and revived the 

following year (Fournel 1863: 136; Cited in Le Maître 1939: 85). However, numerous 

smaller ballets and mascarades for which few, if any, records exist were also performed in 

the private apartments of royalty and the residences of the nobility (Hourcade 2002: 46).  

 

Ballet performances marked every significant event – royal marriages and births, the 

signing of treaties, the visit of foreign princes and ambassadors. Psyche 1 and Le Ballet de 

Tancrède, for example, formed part of the celebrations organised for the marriage of Louis 

XIII’s sister, Christine de France, to the Prince of Piedmont, ruler of Savoie. Ballets could 

be used to celebrate victory, distract from defeat and aid recovery from civil strife. Psyche 

2, for instance, formed part of a series of entertainments signalling a reassertion of 

aristocratic hedonism after the trauma of the Fronde (1648-1653), a series of civil wars in 

which prominent noble clans fought against the monarchy and each other. Ballet 

performances also featured prominently during the winter Carnival period (Lecomte 

2014: 166, note 99), as exemplified by both Psyche productions.  

 

As discussed in detail in Chapter 4, court ballets played an important role in royal 

propaganda. They demonstrated the munificence of the sovereign, enhancing his prestige 

at home and abroad and contributing to the glory of his reign. Works like the Psyche 

ballets promoted the political agenda of the current reign in allegory and encomium, 

while the dazzling visual spectacle served as a symbol of the sovereign’s power. Most 

importantly, they benefited from the royal presence: it was common during the reigns of 

Louis XIII and Louis XIV for the king and other members of the royal family to perform in 

ballets. The Psyche productions are a case in point: Louis XIII’s wife, Anne of Austria, 

appeared in Psyche 1, while Louis XIV and his brother Philippe d’Anjou performed in 

Psyche 2.1 

 
1 Pilippe d’Anjou became Philippe d’Orléans in 1660 on the death of his uncle, Gaston d’Orléans. 
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Theatre space for ballet changed considerably between the performance of Psyche 1 in 

1619 and the production of Psyche 2 in 1656. The earlier work was staged at the Louvre in 

the grande salle, which had been specially converted into a theatre space. Psyche 1 

exemplifies the hybrid staging used in court ballets around the turn of the seventeenth 

century. It maintained the sixteenth-century practice of performance on a large floor area 

viewed from above by an audience seated in tiered galleries, as in Le Ballet comique de la 

Royne (1581). However, it combined this with a modified version of a théâtre à l’italienne, 

first seen in 1585 in the Teatro Olimpico at Vincenze, that is a raised stage at one end of 

the hall fronted by a proscenium arch that hid the mechanisms for set changes and special 

effects. During this period, scenic technology included the use of stage flats on runners 

and wheels, revolving scenery, trap doors and elaborate machinery for creating theatrical 

illusions such as cloudbursts, flying, flames and bodies of water (Surgers 2010: 97–112). 

This combination of floor and stage had been in use in large-scale royal ballets at least 

since Le Ballet de Monsieur de Vendôme in 1610. The stage already in situ in 1619 was 

considered too small for the large corps-de-ballet envisioned for Le Ballet de Tancrède, and 

therefore had to be enlarged to six toises, or 11.7 metres, in length and width. For 

comparison, the stage at the Palais Garnier, home of the Ballet de l’Opéra de Paris today, 

is 16 metres wide at the opening of the proscenium arch (‘Opéra Garnier Paris, une 

merveille Napoléon III’). The stage on which Le Ballet de Tancrède and Psyche 1 were 

performed was five and a half pieds, or 1.7 metres, high at the front and eight pieds, or 2.4 

metres, high at the back, giving it a very steep rake of 6cm/m. This compares with a rake 

of 5cm/m on the notoriously steep stage of the Palais Garnier today (‘Opéra Garnier’ 

2022). In Le Ballet de Tancrède and Psyche 1, machines appeared and exited from under the 

stage, while dancers and singers moved back and forth from the stage to the floor via two 

sets of stairs (Gramont 1619: 9). Venus’s chariot appeared from under the stage, travelling 

out onto the floor for the opening entrée and returning beneath the stage at the end of the 

scene. Psyche and her sisters made their first appearance on the stage: ‘parut Psyché sur le 

Theatre superbement vestuë, laquelle dança auec ses deux sœurs’ (p.151). In a later scene, 

Cupid escaped from Psyche by jumping off the stage and into the ‘salle’. The set-piece 

ensemble dances, however, including the ‘grãd ballet’ danced by the queen and her 

ladies, took place on the floor: ‘Voicy descendre les Deesses, premierement dessus le 

theatre & puis du theatre en la salle’ (p. 153). In other words, the staging of Psyche 1 fully 
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exploited the options for entrances and exits provided by this hybrid staging. By moving 

off the stage and onto the floor, dancers and singers were in much closer contact with the 

audience than performers in a fully-fledged théâtre à l’italienne where spectators viewed 

performers exclusively from the front within the frame of the proscenium, as if looking at 

a moving painting. 

 

Many of the dances performed on the floor of the hall in court ballets of the sixteenth and 

early seventeenth centuries conformed to a style known as danse géométrique. This 

involved dancers moving through a succession of formations known as figures to create 

geometric shapes, letters or symbols that could be deciphered by spectators looking down 

from above (Franko 1993: 15). This style of choreography can be found in Psyche 1, notably 

in the final dance performed by Anne of Austria and her maids of honour, described as 

‘fort diuersifié de figures’, among these a series of complex chains created through the 

linking of hands (p.153). This dance is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.  

 

According to Christout (2005: 30), the production of Le Ballet de la prospérité des armes de 

France in 1643 marked the end of dancing on the floor of the hall. This production was 

mounted in the proscenium arch theatre specially built at the behest of Richelieu in the 

Palais Cardinal: ‘Pour la première fois dans ce théâtre, le cadre de scène fixe sépare la salle 

de la scène où se déroulent pièce et ballet, conférant à ceux-ci le charme d’un tableau 

magique’ (Christout 2005: 30). Like Psyche 1, Psyche 2 was performed at the Louvre, but by 

this stage performance spaces in France were being gradually refitted to resemble fully 

fledged scènes à l’italienne. This suggests that the stage on which Psyche 2 was performed 

would have been much closer to the proscenium arch theatres we are accustomed to 

today (Cohen 2000: 29). The move from floor to stage inevitably had major implications 

for choreography. As Cohen (2000: 23) observes, ballet ‘assumed a new physicality and 

distinctness of theatrical presence’. The emphasis shifted away from symbolic patterns on 

the floor towards greater focus on bodily display and virtuosity.  

 

Court ballets were divided into a series of entrées – literally, entrances -, each one 

signalling the appearance of a new group of dancers or singers in different costumes, 
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sometimes, but not always, accompanied by a set change. The numbers of entrées varied 

from one work to the next: for example, Psyche 1 has twelve entrées in total. Although, 

unusually, its livret does not provide entrée numbers, it is possible to infer the division into 

entrées from the description. Psyche 2 has a total of twenty-seven entrées and is divided 

into two parts of thirteen and fourteen entrées respectively. Psyche 1 is an example of a 

ballet mélodramatique, a label given by Prunières (1970: 113) to works that dramatize a 

narrative and in which the storytelling ‘n’est pas sans analogie avec celle de l’opéra’. 

Psyche 2 exemplifies a second category, ballets à entrées, that did not attempt to tell a story, 

but instead comprised disparate dances and vocal performances linked by a general 

theme indicated in the title, for example Le Ballet de la nuit (1653) or Le Ballet des saisons 

(1661). In the case of Psyche 2, the ‘puissance de l’amour’ of the title provided the unifying 

theme, with the story of Cupid and Psyche only providing a framing device. In its 

preoccupation with gallantry and lovemaking, Psyche 2 typifies many of the ballets à 

entrées produced during the early reign of Louis XIV. However, ballets à entrées took many 

forms, including a style described in the seventeenth century as ‘burlesque’ (Pure 1972: 

295), meaning ‘plaisant, gaillard, tirant sur le ridicule’ (Furetière 1690). Burlesque ballets 

were particularly prevalent in the 1620s and ‘30s and foregrounded farcical humour and 

fantasy, for example Le Ballet des fées de la forêt de Saint-Germain (1625) and Le Ballet royal du 

grand bal de la douairière de Billebahaut (1626). McGowan (1963: 169–90) identifies a further 

category of ballets à entrées that she calls ‘ballets politiques’. These were works produced at 

the behest of Cardinal Richelieu celebrating the triumphs of France and of Louis XIII, for 

example Le Ballet des quatre monarchies Chrestiennes (1636) and Le Ballet de la prospérité des 

armes de France (1641).  

 

A defining feature of the genre was the fact that it was performed by royal and noble 

amateurs for audiences largely made up of their peers. For royalty and the aristocratic 

elite, ballet performance constituted a natural progression from dancing in the balls that 

were an essential feature of court life. Ballroom dances such as the branle, the pavane, the 

courante and the passe-pied formed the basis of the choreography in early examples of the 

genre (Lecomte 2014: 184–90). However, ballet performances provided opportunities for 

developing new, more difficult steps to display virtuosity, embody a character, capture an 

emotion or engender laughter. This led to experimentation by dancing-masters and 
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performers, with the latest steps and dances migrating between the ballroom and the 

performance space (Lecomte 2014: 221, 227). When Psyche 1 was performed in 1619, men 

and women tended to dance separately in ‘king’s ballets’ and ‘queen’s ballets’. Ballets du 

roi, such as Le Ballet de Tancrède, were large-scale official productions performed in royal 

palaces in which the king danced alongside gentlemen of the court, supported by male 

professional dancers. Ballets de la reine also tended to have a cast made up of male 

professional dancers, but ‘the Queen and members of her entourage were permitted to 

perform in the final entry’ (Prest 2002: 127). By the time Psyche 2 was staged in 1656, it was 

no longer the custom to divide ballets along gender lines: instead, the king and his 

younger brother, Philippe d’Anjou, danced alongside courtiers of both sexes. 

Appearances in ballets by aristocratic women, and eventually by female professional 

dancers, became increasingly common during the reign of Louis XIV (Prest 2006: 80).  

 

The physical ease and graceful demeanour developed by dance training were key 

components of the mysterious quality – labelled ‘je ne sais quoi’ by the seventeenth-

century writer, Dominique de Bohours (1691: 347) – that purportedly distinguished the 

homme or femme de cour. Appearance in a ballet was an extension of the constant 

performance of court life, ‘the specifically courtly way of being civilized, resting on self-

constraint that has become second nature’ invoked by Norbert Elias (1983: 241). Learning 

to dance was essential to an aristocratic education. Ballet was used as a teaching aid in the 

convents and Jesuit colleges that educated many of the elite, and participation in dance 

performances was a regular feature of school life for privileged boys and girls (Lecomte 

2014: 151). For young noblemen, skill as a dancer was associated with prowess on the 

battlefield. The founding document of the Académie Royale de Danse, established by 

Louis XIV in 1661, recognises the role of dance in training the body for physical activities 

including ‘ceux des armes’ and its utility to the nobility ‘en tems de guerre dans nos 

armées’ (‘Lettres Patentes…' 1661). Training and performance began at a young age, 

especially for royal children. Louis XIII, for example, started practising every day with a 

dancing master at the age of five, and gave his first ballet performance in 1610 at the age 

of nine (Lecomte 2014: 55).  
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Royal and noble amateurs were supported by professional dancers and choreographers, 

many of whom also worked as dancing masters to prominent families. The staging of 

large-scale productions involved professional composers, poets, painters and designers of 

stage machines. Many of the artists involved were multi-talented, able to dance, 

choreograph, play the violin and compose music as required. For example, the composer 

Jean-Baptiste Lully appears in the cast list as a dancer in Psyche 2, referred to simply as Le 

Sieur Baptiste, notably appearing alongside the king as a Mischievous Spirit and Demon, 

as well as cross-cast as a Bacchante. The creation of a court ballet was a collaborative 

endeavour: particularly in the early ballets, there was much less concern about the 

‘authorship’ of individual artists than there is today. Instead of a single composer, court 

ballets employed different specialists to produce the various musical components. For 

example, the available evidence suggests that the music for Psyche 1 was created jointly by 

Antoine Boësset, who wrote the vocal score, and Pierre La Barre, who produced the airs de 

violon, and there could well have been other composers involved (Canova-Green 2010: 

153). Prunières (1970: 229) credits the celebrated composer Pierre Guédron with some of 

the music for Psyche 1. Similarly, rather than a single librettist taking charge of all the text, 

it was common for the textual aspects of court ballets – adaptation of the fable; vocal 

lyrics; verses for distribution to the audience; programme notes or accounts of the ballet – 

to be divided between a number of poets. For the balletic version of ‘Cupid and Psyche’ in 

1619, Laugier de Porchères ‘eut commandement de le mettre en estat de pouuoir estre 

dancé, & d’en auoir la conduitte’ (p. 150), which suggests that he adapted the source text 

and directed the production. A second poet, Jean Ogier de Gombauld, was given the task 

of producing the vers pour les personnages for distribution to the audience. Finally, after the 

performance, Scipion de Gramont, the king’s secrétaire ordinaire, produced a livret 

dedicated to the queen describing the ballet. Because of the collaborative nature of court 

ballet, and the fact that not all of the composers, choreographers, poets and designers 

involved are credited in livrets, it is often necessary to refer to artistic contributors in 

generic terms such as ‘the ballet’s creators’ or ‘the inventors of the ballet’. 

 

Psyche 2 reflects a move away from collaboration towards overall control by a single artist. 

While the music was the work of at least two composers, the text is by a single author. The 

greater part of the musical composition is attributed to Antoine Boësset’s son, Jean-
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Baptiste Boësset (‘Opéra Baroque : le magazine de l’opéra’ [n.d.]), but the ballet also 

contains an Italian chorus by Jean-Baptiste Lully, who was later to exercise a virtual 

monopoly over the music for Louis XIV’s court spectacles and operas (Lecomte 2014: 318). 

All of the textual elements for Psyche 2 appear to have been the work of a single author, 

Isaac de Benserade. A specialist in gallant verses known for his wit and lightness of touch, 

Benserade took sole charge of the poetry for the majority of official ballets during the 

reign of Louis XIV.  

 

French court ballet became a model that was exported throughout Europe. Royal 

matrimonial alliances may well have contributed to the spread of this dance culture 

(Lecomte 2014: 257–73). The French princesses Elisabeth, Christine and Henrietta-Maria, 

all sisters of Louis XIII, became respectively Queen of Spain, Duchess of Savoie and 

Queen of England, bringing with them their experience of danced entertainment at the 

French court. The artform was also transmitted via French dancing masters travelling to 

foreign courts and securing employment in royal and aristocratic households. Steps and 

techniques developed in France for court ballet and, later, opéra-ballet, by prominent ballet 

masters including Pierre Beauchamps, Louis Pécour and Raoul Auger Feuillet were also 

diffused via dancing manuals, in particular Feuillet’s Chorégraphie, ou l’art de décrire la 

danse, par caractères, figures et signes démonstratifs (1700). The five positions of the feet and 

step names such as chassé, coupé, glissade and pirouette, which are still used in classical 

ballet today, represent attempts by Beauchamps and others to organise movements that 

had become conventional over time into a codified system. The genre flourished during 

the reigns of Louis XIII and XIV, but by the end of the 1670s it was fading out as a 

separate art form and becoming increasingly subsumed into opéra-ballet, as professionals 

gradually replaced aristocratic amateurs. 

 

1.5 The Court Ballet Livret 

Foster (1998: 11) points out the challenges involved in reconstructing choreographic 

works of the past: ‘The dancing body in the relentlessness of its motion and the 

inevitability of its evanescence leaves in its wake so little from which to reconstruct its 

presence, either in the imagination or in history’. It is impossible to experience the lived 
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reality of original performances or the bodily presence of dancers of the past. However, 

court ballet scholars are able to draw on a sizeable archive of written material. Our 

knowledge of the Psyche ballets, as of most ballets de cour, derives from documents 

generally referred to as livrets. Many livrets de ballets were cheaply printed booklets, 

mainly in unbound quarto format. As Canova-Green (2010: xxiv) comments, ‘On ne 

manquera pas […] d’être surpris par le manque de prétention, pour ne pas dire la 

médiocrité et la piètre qualité typographique de ces textes imprimés, qui semblaient aller 

à l’encontre de la politique de prestige qu’incarnaient les divertissements eux-mêmes’. 

There were exceptions to this, however, for example the lavishly decorated and illustrated 

publications produced for Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581) and Le Ballet de la délivrance 

de Renaud (1617). Although a number of livrets de ballets have probably been lost over time, 

many were collected in private libraries, or deposited in either the Bibliothèque du Roi or 

the archives of the Menus-Plaisirs du Roi, the department of the royal household 

responsible for court festivities. In the nineteenth century, ballet livrets were published in 

collected volumes, notably by bibliographer Paul Lacroix, administrator of the 

Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal from 1856 to 1884, and historian Victor Fournel (Lacroix 1868a; 

Fournel 1863). Today livrets de ballet are considered important historical documents, and 

are valued as part of France’s cultural heritage. They have been preserved in the 

Bibliothèque nationale de France and made available on its digital archive, Gallica. They 

can also be found in new, updated collections compiled by Canova-Green (1997, 2010, 

2012a). These include introductions situating the works in their historical and artistic 

context, and notes detailing the circumstances in which individual ballets were 

performed. Canova-Green’s edited compilations are titled: Ballets pour Louis XIV (1997, 2 

volumes); Ballets pour Louis XIII: danse et politique à la cour de France (2010); and Ballets 

burlesques pour Louis XIII: danse et jeux de transgression (1622-1638) (2012a). In 2010, Greer 

Garden compiled an edited edition of Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617) complete 

with illustrations, meticulous annotation and a compendium of critical commentary, 

thereby establishing a useful precedent for further scholarly editions of single court 

ballets.  

 

Livrets constitute invaluable historical documents, particularly in the absence of dance 

notation and full musical scores. Court ballet appears to have fallen into a gap in the 
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history of dance notation, or at least in the evidence we have of it. In 1588, Thoinot Arbeau 

published a dance treatise, Orchésographie (Lacroix 1868a: 202–11), containing a dance 

notation system using small woodcuts of dancers to demonstrate steps, with step names 

marked alongside musical notes. These appear to refer to social dances performed at balls 

rather than theatrical dance, however (Nevile 2008: 24). Other systems were developed 

towards the end of the seventeenth century, in particular the notation developed by 

Beauchamps from 1674 onwards, but only published by Feuillet in 1700, by which time 

court ballet had died out as a distinct genre. Feuillet’s Chorégraphie, ou l’art de décrire la 

danse, par caractères, figures et signes démonstratifs (1700) offered notated versions of dances 

performed at the end of the seventeenth century in opéra-ballets, that is dance 

performances within operas executed by professional dancers. A dance notation system 

attributed to a sieur Favier in the article ‘Chorégraphie’ in Diderot’s Encyclopédie was also 

used in late seventeenth-century music theatre. This has been brought to scholarly 

attention and deciphered by Rebecca Harris-Warwick and Carol G. Marsh (1994: xiii), 

thereby shedding new light on late seventeenth-century choreographic practices. 

Unfortunately, however, there are no known notated records of dances performed 

specifically in the court ballet genre (Harris-Warrick and Marsh 1994: 2).  

 

There are at least four types of written text that may be found in a livret de ballet. The first 

set of textual content is a cross between the information that would nowadays be included 

in a theatre programme and the didascalia of a play script. It normally consists of the 

argument or dessein, that is a summary of the subject of the ballet, the order and titles of the 

entrées and the names of key performers and their roles, with the addition in some cases of 

prefatory dedications to the sovereign. This is sometimes, but not always, supplemented 

with a second textual element, that is detailed descriptions of entrées, costumes and sets. 

Where a full account of each entrée in the ballet is provided, the document is often titled 

discours, as in Discours au vray du Ballet dansé par le roy le Dimanche XXIXe jour de Janvier 

1617, or relation, as in Relation du Grand Ballet du Roy dancé en la salle du Louvre, le 12 février 

1619 sur l’adventure de Tancrède en la Forest enchantée. The third category of text consists of 

the poetic verses that served as lyrics for vocal music, which are sometimes accompanied 

by fragments of musical score. Because these verses were actually sung on stage, they 

represent, in modern terms, part of a notional ‘performance text’. The fourth written 
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component is the vers pour les personnages. These were verses composed by court poets 

that played on the duality of performer and role, making explicit connections between the 

royal and noble dancers and the characters they represented. They did not form part of 

the action on stage, but could serve to clarify the nature of entrées and their relation to the 

story or theme.  

 

There is a degree of uncertainty about the exact relationship of livrets, and of the different 

textual elements they contain, to the performance. In particular, was the whole livret as we 

now know it given out at the performance? Or were audiences only provided with one or 

more of the four textual elements, and if so, which ones? Menestrier (1682: 292) asserts 

that spectators were informed of the subject of the ballet and the characters that would 

appear in each entrée before the start of the performance: ‘On ne danse guere de Ballet que 

l’on n’en publie le sujet auparavant, parce qu’il seroit difficile d’en concevoir la suite sans 

ce secours’. It therefore seems likely that in most instances an initial ‘programme’ 

containing the dessein and the dramatis personae for each entrée was printed and 

distributed at the performance. It may or may not have included lyrics to the vocal music, 

but it was probably accompanied by the vers pour les personnages so that these could be 

read while watching the dancers they described.  

 

In some cases, these textual accompaniments were clearly repackaged at a later stage as 

commemorative records. For example, the livret for Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581) was 

published a year after the actual performance. In his preface, the ballet’s inventor, 

Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx, remarks that ‘toutes ces triomphantes allegresses […] 

retourneroyent en leur obscurité & mescongoissance premiere […] si elles n’estoyent par 

le discours et l’escriture consignees à la memoire’ (Balet comique de la Royne 1581: Av Roy).  

Greer Garden (2010: 22) asserts that the official description of Le Ballet de la délivrance de 

Renaud (1617) was published three months after the performance, and that alterations 

made to the vers as originally performed can be explained by changes in the political 

situation: the performance occurred before Louis XIII seized power from his mother and 

her chief minister Concini, while the official livret was published afterwards. In the case of 

Psyche 1, de Gramont makes clear in his dedication to the queen that he is writing the 

livret after the event, claiming that the ballet ‘pour auoir esté parfaictement beau, fut 
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dancé auec tant d‘applaudissement d’vn chacun, que ce seroit vne espece de cruauté d’en 

taire le recit à ceux qui n’eurent la commodité de le voir’ (p.149). The livret’s text was also 

published verbatim in the official account of the year 1619 provided by the court journal 

Le Mercure françois (Gramont 1619), sandwiched between a description of Le Ballet de 

Tancrède and a report on the ‘Receptions faictes par les villes de Lãguedoc aux Ducs & 

Duchesses de Montmorency’. It is not clear whether the livret for Psyche 2 was produced 

for the performance or compiled afterwards, but it was preserved as part of the official 

account of the history of the reign of Louis XIV in the royal Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal. 

Prest (2006: 78) observes that livrets de ballet served as records of ‘the performance of 

hypothetical monarchical greatness’ and as ‘an acceptable guide to interpreting the 

spectacle’. The livret therefore not only formed part of the authorized history of a 

sovereign’s rule, but was also the means of disseminating it during his lifetime and 

memorialising it for posterity. 

 

There are a number of difficulties posed by the livret for the researcher. Firstly, livrets de 

ballets, along with accounts of productions in court journals such as the Mercure François 

(1611-1648) or the Gazette (1631-1762), formed part of the official version of a monarch’s 

reign. In today’s terms, reports of ballets in livrets and court journals were a form of royal 

‘press release’, rather than objective reviews or purely factual records. As McGowan 

(2000: xi) observes, ‘official accounts […] could be unreliable since the devisers of 

entertainments felt obliged to project idealised versions of the occasion – for their own 

reputation and that of their patron’. Livrets for the big royal ballets were designed to boost 

royal prestige, often containing overblown compliments to the monarch, together with 

effusive praise of the production, which in every case supposedly surpassed anything that 

had ever gone before. It is therefore always advisable to approach such texts with a 

degree of caution. Secondly, many livrets provide only minimal descriptions of entrées. 

This means that our understanding of certain ballets derives primarily from the vers pour 

les personnages, as in the case of Psyche 2. The researcher is therefore obliged to form 

hypotheses about the live performance on the basis of a text that was supplementary to 

the onstage spectacle and not the ‘performance text’ per se. Even where it offers a more 

detailed account of the work, as in the case of Psyche 1, the livret is not the work of art 

itself, but an ancillary to it. This highlights a crucial difference between literature and 
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painting on the one hand, and dance and music on the other, noted by Nathalie Kremer 

(2018: 3): ‘L’œuvre d’art est le texte (immutable à travers chacun des livres imprimés) ou 

le tableau (unique), mais non pas le livret ou la partition, qui ne sont que les supports 

d’annotations techniques de l’œuvre d’art qu’est le spectacle seul.’ In evaluating the livret, 

one is always at one remove from the work of art itself. Nevertheless, livrets are invaluable 

to our understanding of ballets de cour today: without them we would have little or no 

evidence of long-vanished performances. 

 

Livrets for the Psyche Ballets 

The livret for Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la Fable de Psyché (1619) in the archives of the 

Bibliothèque nationale de France, from which scholars derive their knowledge of the 

ballet today, appears in volume two of a six-volume collection of court ballets compiled 

by Lacroix in 1863. Lacroix states on the title page of Volume One that the livrets 

contained in his Ballets et mascarades de cour sous Henri IV et Louis XIII (1581-1652) were 

‘recueillis et publiés d’après les éditions originales la plupart introuvables aujourd’hui’ 

(Lacroix 1868b). As he must have had access to copies of the livrets to reprint them, he 

presumably meant that these were held in private collections at the time. However, I am 

not aware of the existence of an original print of the livret for Psyche 1, so it is therefore not 

possible to comment on the materiality of its production. It probably fell into the category 

of more modest publications: its author Scipion de Gramont describes it in his prefatory 

dedication to the queen as ‘vn petit modelle en deux pages’ (p.149). However, in spite of 

its brevity, the livret for Psyche 1 contains a great deal of information that is helpful to the 

researcher. In addition to providing some context for the performance, it includes an 

outline of the on-stage action, with brief allusions to the style of dance used in some 

entrées. It also contains descriptions of the sets, the chariot of Venus and her entourage, 

and the costumes worn by the queen and her ladies, as well as vers pour les personnages for 

Juno and sixteen goddesses. In addition to the livret, the melody line and lyrics to four airs 

by Antoine Boësset believed to have been composed for Psyche 1 (‘Opéra Baroque : le 

magazine de l’opéra’ [n.d.]), respectively titled ‘Ballet de la Reyne’, ‘Svitte dv Ballet de la 

Reyne’, ‘Recit av ballet de la Reyne’ and again ‘Svitte dv Ballet de la Reyne’, can be found 

in the collection IIII. Livre d’airs de cour et de differents autheurs (Boësset 1624: 24–27). These 

have been analysed in conjunction with the livret for this study. After an in-depth 
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examination of both livret and vocal music, however, one is left with a number of 

unanswered questions: for example, who played the main roles of Cupid and Psyche? 

How were the more dramatic sections performed, for example the revelation of Cupid’s 

identity? Were these enacted through dance, pantomime or a mixture of the two? 

Hourcade (2002: 12) warns against the dangers of trying to fill lacunae in the livret without 

further evidence: ‘le livret, de par sa sècheresse […], parle d’abondance à notre 

imagination, au risque il est vrai de nous abuser, de nous éblouir…’.  

 

The Bibliothèque nationale de France holds digitised facsimiles of two editions of the original 

livret for Le ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour, both published in 1656 by Robert 

Ballard, ‘seul Imprimeur du Roy pour la Musique’. Although they contain exactly the 

same text, one of these (Edition 1) runs to twenty-six pages and the other (Edition 2) to 

forty pages. This raises the possibility that the shorter version was given out to spectators 

at the performance to enable them to follow the action and read Benserade’s witty 

comments about the dancers as they watched them, and that the longer version was 

produced to be distributed or sold after the event. Alternatively, the demand for this livret 

may have been sufficient for it to run to several editions. Both versions are in unbound 

‘petit in-folio’ format, and are clearly more substantial documents than the livret for Psyche 

1. The illustrations and decorations differ from one edition to the other, although the 

common decorative motifs are hearts, cupids, cornucopia and flowers. Many of the 

illustrations are on a musical theme. For example, the title page of Edition 1 contains a 

square engraving depicting Apollo with his lyre and Pan with his pipes, with two Cupids 

playing instruments and another pair holding up a piece of sheet music; these surround 

an ornate oval frame in which a naked female figure, presumably Venus, reclines on a 

seashell above the waves while another female figure, clothed and carrying a broken 

column, floats above her. While the title page of Edition 2 only carries a small decorative 

medallion, there is a head piece (engraving in the form of a band across the top of the 

page) on the first page of the ballet proper (p.3) which appears to depict the king 

accompanied by a female singer and three female musicians. Both editions include the 

same capital A decorated with Cupid holding his bow and arrow for the first word of the 

livret, ‘Amants’. The two editions are embellished with generic decorative vignettes of a 

type typically used in seventeenth-century printing to fill blank spaces (Oxford 
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Companion to the Book 2010; Bibliomab 2008). They are used to mark divisions between 

entrées, or between entrée descriptions and vers pour les personnages. Not surprisingly, the 

longer version carries considerably more of these than the shorter edition. Many of these 

vignettes have a triangular, funnel shape known as cul-de-lampe, often with a heart design; 

at the end of Part I, Edition 1 boasts a very elaborate cul-de-lampe depicting a figure that 

could be Bacchus, supported by two Cupids and a pair of cornucopias. Edition 2 sports a 

fleuron (stylised flower ornament) consisting of a large pot of flowers and fruit with 

insects dangling from it. These images appear to be fairly generic: neither edition carries 

illustrations of specific scenes from the ballet, as in the livret for Le Ballet de la délivrance de 

Renaud (1617). This suggests that the Psyche 2 publications were not specially produced 

commemorative documents, but rather formed part of the routine printing of accounts of 

ballets and other court entertainments during the reign of Louis XIV.  

 

The livret for Psyche 2 offers very little information about the actual entrées performed on 

stage, in many cases simply listing their titles and the casting of characters. It also 

provides a very brief explanation of the ballet’s dessein (subject), and the lyrics for two 

récits, a dialogue and a chorus. Apart from this, the bulk of the text included for each entrée 

consists of vers pour les personnages. Benserade had composed verses for almost every 

single member of a large aristocratic cast, with stanzas for each character where dancers 

played multiple roles. The vers, which eulogise the monarch and comment humorously on 

other courtiers, are an invaluable source of information about both characters and noble 

performers. It could be argued that in analysing the ballet verses, one is primarily 

engaging in a literary analysis of an adjunct to the live spectacle. Although researchers 

may be able to make inferences about what happened on stage from clues contained in 

the vers, our understanding of the actual performances remains inevitably incomplete. I 

would argue, however, that the vers pour les personnages were central to the court ballet 

experience. They served to heighten the audience’s awareness of the artificiality of the 

spectacle in both Psyche ballets, and provided a commentary on the creative processes 

involved in the production of Psyche 2. Thus, they supported the creation of the multi-

faceted depictions of amorous relations explored in Chapter 3, and the multi-layered 

expressions of the ideology of monarchy examined in Chapter 4.  
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Note on Editions Used 

Extracts from the livrets for Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché (1619) are taken 

from Marie-Claude Canova-Green, Ballets pour Louis XIII: danse et politique à la cour de 

France (2010: 149–58).   

Extracts from Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour (1656) are taken from Marie-

Claude Canova-Green, Ballets pour Louis XIV, Volume 1 (1997: 287–326).  

The page numbers provided for quotations from the livrets of these ballets refer to these 

editions. 

 

This thesis also makes frequent reference to works by three seventeenth-century 

theoreticians of ballet:  

Saint-Hubert, Nicholas de, La Manière de composer et faire réussir les ballets (1641), Éditions 

Minkoff (Geneva: 1993) 

Pure, Michel de, Idée des spectacles anciens et nouveaux (1668), Éditions Minkoff (Geneva: 

1972). 

Menestrier, Claude-François, Des Ballets anciens et modernes selon les règles du théâtre (1682), 

Éditions Minkoff (Geneva: 1972). 

The page numbers provided for quotations from these theorists refer to these editions. 

 

Note on Seventeenth-century Spellings 

In quotations from primary sources, I have followed Canova-Green’s example in retaining 

seventeenth-century spelling, accents, capitalisation and punctuation, other than changing 

the long form of the letter ‘s’. I have adopted the unaccented seventeenth-century 

spellings of Benserade and Menestrier (instead of Bensérade and Ménesterier/Menéstrier) 

for simplicity. 
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Chapter 2. Adapting ‘Cupid and Psyche’: Narrative, Character and Performance  

 

2.1 Narrative in the Psyche Ballets 

The French Psyche ballets of 1619 and 1656 exemplify opposing ends of the narrative 

spectrum in court ballet. Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché (1619), one of the last 

so-called ‘melodramatic ballets’, re-enacts a sustained storyline roughly analogous to 

Apuleius’s plot. Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour (1656), on the other hand, is a 

ballet à entrées, a style that predominated from the 1620s onwards. In this sub-genre, each 

section or entrée had its own subject matter and characters, but was linked to an overall 

theme suggested by the title. The 1656 ballet is thematically framed by the Cupid and 

Psyche story, but does not attempt to dramatize it, and its contents deviate substantially 

from Apuleius’s tale. This might suggest that, quite simply, the 1619 work contains a 

narrative and the 1656 work does not. On closer examination, however, it becomes clear 

that the function of narrative in the ballets is not straightforward. Le ballet de la Reyne, tiré 

de la fable de Psyché (Psyche 1) sacrifices narrative to monarchic triumph at the climax of the 

performance, which suggests that dramatizing Apuleius’s tale was not necessarily a 

priority for its creators. Le ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour (Psyche 2), while 

devoid of sustained dramatic narrative, nevertheless offers a series of interconnected 

stories running across multiple entrées. The way story functions in these ballets therefore 

merits deeper examination.  

 

Recent scholarship in narratology and related fields offers a range of potential definitions 

of the terms ‘story’ and ‘narrative’, which are differentiated by some and conflated by 

others. Gérard Genette (2007: 302) provides a broad definition of ‘story’ focusing on 

actions, events and changing states: ‘pour moi, dès qu’il y a acte ou évènement, fût-il 

unique, il y a histoire, car il y a transformation, passage d’un état antérieur à un état 

ultérieur et résultant’. In this definition, a single act or event is sufficient to constitute a 

story, in that it precipitates a transformation from a given state to a new state that is 

temporally and causally related to it. For Genette (2007: 15), there is a crucial difference 

between histoire (story) and récit (narrative): histoire is ‘le signifié ou contenu narratif 

(même si ce contenu se trouve être, en l’occurrence, d’une faible intensité dramatique ou 
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teneur événementielle)’; whereas récit is ‘le signifiant, énoncé, discours ou texte narratif 

lui-même’. This presupposes a notional ‘story content’ which is then given expression in 

discourse. However, Genette (2007: 321) reserves the term ‘narrative’ (récit) purely for 

literary productions in which events are narrated (récités), for example epic poetry or the 

novel. He points to ‘l’opposition, vraiment incontournable, entre récit et représentation 

dramatique’, which for him constitute the two fundamental modes of verbal 

representation. Lars Elleström (2019: 35) also makes a distinction between ‘story’ and 

‘narrative’, but applies both terms to all artforms. He defines ‘story’ as ‘the scaffolding 

core of a narrative’ made up of ‘represented events that are temporally interrelated in a 

meaningful way’. ‘Narratives’, on the other hand, are ‘virtual spheres’, defined as 

‘cognitive import resulting from communication’: these ‘contain events that are 

represented in time’ (Elleström 2019: 37). Elleström thereby introduces the concepts of 

representation, temporality and virtuality, as well as the somewhat nebulous idea of 

‘meaningfulness’. The separation of narrative and story echoes the distinction made by 

the Russian formalist school of literary criticism (1910s-1930s) between fabula (‘story’) and 

sjuzet (‘plot’). As Keir Elam (2002: 106) explains, 

The fabula, the basic storyline of the narrative, comprises the narrated events 

themselves in their logical order, abstracted by reader or critic from the sjuzet or 

plot, which is the organization in practice of the narration itself (including 

omissions, changes in sequence, flashbacks and all the incidental comments, 

descriptions, etc., that do not contribute directly to the dynamic chain of events).  

This definition echoes Aristotle’s concept of muthos, also normally translated as ‘plot’, as 

posited in his Ars Poetica as the basic mechanism of coherence in tragedy: ‘The 

representation of the action is the plot of the tragedy; for the ordered arrangement of the 

incidents is what I mean by plot’ (Aristotle 1965: 39).  

 

The separation of ‘story’ and ‘narrative’ argued for by Genette, Elleström and the Russian 

Formalists might appear initially to translate easily to the Psyche ballets: Apuleius’s tale 

provides the basic building blocks of the ‘histoire’ (Genette), the ‘story’ (Elleström) or the 

‘fabula’ (Russian formalists), which is then given expression as récit/narrative/sjuzet in the 

Psyche adaptations. However, in Psyche 2, Benserade extracted only the title, the main 

protagonists and the theme of love from Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and Psyche’, producing a 

spectacle only marginally related to the succession of events in the original, or, in 
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Elleström’s terms, to its ‘scaffolding core’. This was common practice in ballets à entrées, 

implying a unique relationship between ‘story’ and its theatrical expression. Therefore, 

the separation of ‘story’ and ‘narrative’ is not necessarily helpful in analysing storytelling 

in court ballet. 

 

Patrice Pavis (1976: 68) uses ‘narrative’ and ‘story’ interchangeably: ‘le récit est l’histoire, 

la fable de la pièce; il constitue le canevas événementiel, la suite d’actions, le déroulement 

d’épisodes de toute pièce’. In his definition, the emphasis is not just on events, but on 

their successive unfolding. Pavis embraces the concept of ‘narrative’ in theatre, while 

acknowledging its incongruity: ‘Il peut paraître paradoxal de parler de récit à propos de 

théâtre; c’est qu’on n’entend pas par récit une forme littéraire (comme le roman ou 

l’histoire), mais un type de discours’. In order to explore storytelling in ballet in the 

eighteenth century, Susan Leigh Foster formulated a precise definition that enabled her to 

differentiate between narrative in the ballet d’action and its functioning in opéra-ballet: ‘a 

story that tells of the causally related, emotionally motivated actions among characters 

shaped into a beginning, a middle and an end’ (Foster 1998: 277 Note 2). The definition 

encompasses both the structuring of events and the emotions of the characters. Events 

must appear to have a relationship of cause and effect, and they must follow a logical 

order determined by the story. Foster stipulates a beginning, middle and end, here 

echoing the eighteenth-century choreographer Jean-Georges Noverre’s requirement for a 

ballet to have ‘une exposition, un nœud et un dénouement’ (Noverre 1783: 17). Her 

definition also implies that the feelings and reactions of characters are the main drivers of 

events. Noverre, whose revolutionary approach to ballet and story is central to Foster’s 

study, believed that dance narratives should not only portray the emotions of characters, 

but should also have an emotional impact on spectators. Their function was ‘émouvoir’, 

‘affecter’ and ‘[jeter] notre âme dans un désordre agréable’ (Noverre 1783: 31, 41). Thus, 

narrative was intimately linked with audience reception. 

 

The key concepts emerging from definitions of both story and narrative are an assemblage 

of actions or events in succession linked by a logical, possibly causal, relationship; a 

transformation from one state to another; and a temporal relationship between events. 

Other characteristics include emotional motivation of events, and potential emotional 
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impact on spectators. Both Psyche ballets contain narratives according to the broadest 

definitions offered by Genette, Pavis and Elleström, given that they involve a series of acts 

or events presented in succession. Genette’s definition of story also alludes to 

transformation, a key component of both the form (scenic technology of transformation) 

and content (love’s transformational powers) of the Psyche ballets. They could also be 

said to meet the criteria of Foster’s narrower definitions requiring a causally related 

beginning, middle and end, and even emotional motivation of actions. However, the 

dramatization of narrative is not necessarily the main driver of events or the main 

determinant of content. Furthermore, the ballets are more concerned with representing 

the essential qualities of emotions such as love, jealousy or rage, than with eliciting 

empathy for characters or affecting spectators emotionally. In order, therefore, to situate 

the Psyche ballets in relation to these definitions, careful consideration needs to be given 

to the operation of story, the construction of character and the relationship of spectators 

with the performance. The terms ‘story’ and ‘narrative’ are used interchangeably in this 

thesis to avoid excessive repetition. 

 

The narrative content, or lack thereof, has been a particular concern for critics who 

conceptualise court ballet as a stage in a logical progression towards opera, the 

eighteenth-century ballet d’action or the nineteenth-century story ballet. While there are 

undoubtedly close links between the ballet de cour and these later forms, this teleological 

view of dance history may lead to an evaluation of court ballet according to the aesthetic 

principles of the theatrical dance that succeeded it, rather than its own distinct artistic 

values. In Le Ballet de Cour en France avant Benserade et Lully (1914), Prunières (1970: 133) 

concludes his study of ballet à entrées by declaring ‘heureusement pour les destinées de 

notre théâtre lyrique, le bienfaisant contact des opéras italiens […] va réveiller et stimuler 

l’imagination créatrice de nos artistes et orienter de nouveau le ballet de cour dans la voie 

du mélodrame’. According to Prunières, the ballet mélodramatique is the ‘correct’ form for 

court ballet to take if it is to lead inevitably to the creation of opera. Christout (2005: 21) 

points out that the early ballets mélodramatiques managed to combine a sustained narrative 

with whimsical imagination: ‘la continuité de l’intrigue s’impose […] sans pour autant 

rejeter la verve fantasque’. Noting the permanent shift to ballets à entrées by the beginning 

of Louis XIV’s reign, she evokes the concept of a ‘melodramatic ideal’: ‘La liberté 
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d’invention, le mélange constant des genres ont supplanté l’idéal mélodramatique et le 

goût d’une intrigue cohérente’. Ballets à entrées had, according to Christout, thrown out 

linear plots in favour of freedom and variety. Marcel Paquot (1957: 192) suggests that 

without a narrative, ballets lack substance: ‘Par le seul lien d’une idée commune, le ballet 

à entrées réunit plusieurs ballets mascarades. La place faite à la comédie y est mince; ce 

n’est guère qu’un tissue de danses’. The ‘ballets mascarades’ he refers to were short, 

improvised dance performances in which the focus was on the pleasures of disguise 

rather than the enactment of a story. According to Paquot, the advent of ballets à entrées 

signalled the rejection of dramatic storytelling in favour of non-narrative displays of 

dancing.  

 

By contrast, Hourcade (2002: 182) speculates that dramatizing sustained narratives was 

built into ballet de cour from the beginning and constituted the inevitable destiny of ballet: 

On peut […] se demander si […] l’intégration du ballet dans l’histoire du théâtre 

n’était pas déjà toute tracée, au moins dans l’esprit de quelques-uns ― théoriciens 

et danseurs ―, à partir du moment où fut assignée à la chorégraphie, autrement 

dit au corps humain, et au même titre qu’au verbe, la faculté, voire la mission de 

signifier un discours d’imitation et d’action. Promesse d’une voie nouvelle 

d’application et d’illustration des règles aristotéliciennes en matière de poétique, à 

laquelle adhéra et se voua un siècle plus tard Jean-Georges Noverre. 

Yet ballets à entrées dominated court ballet for fifty years, from the 1620s until the fading 

out of the genre in the 1670s, suggesting that it was neither inevitable nor predictable that 

ballet should evolve towards dramatic narrative. As Psyche 2 clearly illustrates, 

storytelling in the ballet à entrées is very different from that in opera, the ballet d’action and 

the classical story ballet. Furthermore, this sub-genre does not fit neatly into a conception 

of dance history as inexorable progress towards these later forms.  

 

Inevitably, this historicising of ballet de cour in terms of dramatic storytelling has coloured 

academic opinion of the Psyche productions. Prunières (1970: 121) commends Psyche 1: 

‘l’action en est claire, exposée par un grand nombre de récits, de dialogues, de chœurs et 

de scènes de pantomime’. Canova-Green (1997: 289) also highlights the ballet’s narrative 

content, describing it as ‘une version abrégée des amours de Psyché et de Cupidon, 
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dépourvue toutefois d’intention morale ou philosophique, mais relativement dynamique’. 

She contrasts Psyche 2 with the earlier version for its absence of narrative and lack of 

fidelity to the original source, noting that all trace of dramatic action has disappeared in 

the later production, and that the elements retained from Apuleius have been pushed to 

the margins: ‘en arrêtant le récit à l’arrivée de Psyché dans le palais de Cupidon, le ballet 

ramenait son traitement de la fable à une simple célébration de la beauté et de la 

puissance de l’amour dans une succession de scènes tableaux évocatrices.’ The work, she 

concludes, is therefore ‘en régression par rapport aux grands ballets mélodramatiques du 

règne de Louis XIII’ (Canova-Green 1997: 289–90). Christout (2005: 85) also points out the 

lack of dramatic action in Psyche 2, observing that ‘la fable est nullement exposée 

chorégraphiquement comme le furent jadis celles de Renaud et Armide ou de Tancrède.2 

Elle sert seulement de prétexte à une suite d’entrées gracieuses ou bouffonnes’. She goes 

on to observe that ‘l’ouvrage n’est nullement expressif d’une action dramatique et relève 

plutôt comme ses prédécesseurs de la tradition des fastueuses mascarades royales’ 

(Christout 2005: 85). In suggesting, like Paquot, that Psyche 2 constitutes a ‘mascarade’ 

rather than a ballet, Christout fails to recognise the narrative complexity of the work, 

including its development of theme and allegory through interconnected stories across 

multiple entrées. Similarly, Gély (2006: 204) draws attention to the lack of dramatic action 

in the 1656 ballet in her monograph on the Psyche myth. Referring to its division into two 

acts, she asserts, ‘Ces deux tableaux, entièrement statiques, n’ont d’autre fonction que de 

permettre le défilé sur la scène des grands personnages de la cour’. In response to this 

contention, it could be argued that offering an opportunity for courtiers to display 

themselves was precisely the function of court ballet: in so doing, it allowed for the 

enactment of significant social rituals relating to noble identity, monarchy and hierarchies 

of power. This is precisely the focus of scholars such as Jean-Marie Apostolidès (1981), 

Cohen (2000) and Georgia Cowart (2008), who conceptualise court ballet primarily in 

terms of discourses of aristocratic sociality and absolutist control. These discourses were, I 

would argue, of much greater importance to the overall impact of a court ballet 

performance than the enactment of a story.  

 

 
2 Renaud and Armide are the main protagonists of Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617). Tancrède is the 

hero of Le Ballet de Tancrède (1619). 
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It is, in my view, anachronistic for dance scholars to posit the ability to convey dramatic 

narrative as the ultimate goal of early theatrical dance. The risk of imposing eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century conceptions on a seventeenth-century artform is that we search 

for signs of evolution towards the story ballet rather than seeking to discover the 

distinctive role that story actually played in the ballet de cour. Narrative and non-narrative 

dance forms have co-existed throughout the history of Western dance. Court ballet did 

not tell stories during more enlightened periods and cease doing so in periods of decline. 

As Foster (1998: 12) points out, ballet’s narrative turn occurred at the price of ‘the 

concomitant silencing of other registers of expression through which dance had formally 

communicated’. Those ‘registers of expression’ that co-existed or competed with narrative 

in seventeenth-century ballet constitute the subject of this analysis. Moreover, it is 

important not to underplay the role of virtuosic display and pure entertainment in court 

ballet – the ‘tissu de danses’ and ‘entrées gracieuses ou bouffonnes’ alluded to 

respectively by Paquot and Christout above. Elite court spectators had dancing lessons 

from an early age, danced regularly in balls and ballets, and were ‘kinesthetically aware of 

the difficulties they were watching and able to appreciate apparent ease in a performer’ 

(Hilton and Gaynor 1981: 37). They were therefore potentially primed to enjoy what 

Christout (2005: 24) calls ‘la danse “pure”’, whether or not it enacted a story. 

 

This chapter argues that the enacting of a narrative was not the prime purpose of the 

court ballet spectacle, and that ‘story, ‘character’ and the interrelationship between 

spectacle and spectator operated very differently in the genre than in later dance forms. 

Even in a ‘melodramatic’ ballet like Psyche 1, the function of the original source – la fable, 

as it was called (see below) – was to provide a network of reference points in a spectacle 

primarily concerned with allegorical communication, spectacular stage effects and non-

narrative dance. Works such as Psyche 2 aimed for thematic unity rather than dramatic 

unity, presenting disparate stories within each entrée, or stories running through a group 

of entrées. Even if court ballets were not always primarily concerned with dramatic 

narrative, they had a great deal to communicate. It is notable that key characteristics of 

court ballet, such as the use of vocal music and the production of livrets, evolved partly as 

solutions to the problem of communicating clearly to the audience entirely in dance.  
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Seventeenth-century writers on dance were very concerned that ballet should represent 

something, defining the artform as an imitation of nature. To date, insufficient scrutiny has 

been focused on the issue of mimesis in the ballet de cour. For example, both McGowan 

(1963) and Christout (2005) devote considerable space in their histories of court ballet to 

the writings of de Pure, Menestrier and other seventeenth-century theoreticians, without 

critically examining what these early modern commentators meant when they repeatedly 

declared, as did Menestrier (1682: 135), that ‘tout Ballet est une imitation’. This chapter 

argues that mimesis in this context entailed capturing the essence of archetypal stories, 

rather than seeking to reproduce the idiosyncratic and contingent events of real life. 

Characterisation in court ballet therefore involved the representation of the essential 

qualities, as defined by cultural or theatrical convention, of the human beings, divinities, 

abstract concepts and other entities portrayed: it entailed presenting a character in its 

most typical and therefore most recognisable form, primarily through costume and 

imitative dance.  

 

The adaptation of a cultural artefact produced in one artform to fit the requirements of a 

different artform is always, inevitably, an act of transformation. The analysis in this 

chapter is informed by Robert Stam’s conception of adaptation as ‘a situated utterance 

produced in one medium and in one historical context, then transformed into another 

equally situated utterance that is produced in a different context and in a different 

medium’ (Stam 1999: 68). Stam’s description of the film adaptation process (1999: 68) 

could equally well apply to court ballet: ‘The source text forms a dense informational 

network, a series of verbal cues that the adapting […] text can then take up, amplify, 

ignore, subvert, or transform’. The adaptation ‘performs these transformations according 

to the protocols of a distinct medium, absorbing and altering the genres and intertexts 

available through the grids of ambient discourses and ideologies’ (Stam 2000: 68-69). This 

chapter probes how the creators of the Psyche adaptations manipulated the verbal cues 

offered by the original source, and in doing so provides valuable insights into the 

protocols of the court ballet genre.  
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This analysis further prompts an investigation of the aesthetic concerns and ideologies 

that influenced the creative choices made by the artists involved in the Psyche ballets. At 

the time Psyche 1 was produced, court ballet was still a relatively new artform; however, it 

had already acquired an array of customary practices and expected tropes. Amidst the 

ferment of creativity and emerging conventions, certain practitioners and enthusiastic 

spectators attempted to define and regulate the genre in their writings. Nicholas de Saint-

Hubert, court ballet dancer during the reign of Louis XIII, published his treatise, La 

Manière de composer et faire réussir les ballets, in 1641. The abbé Michel de Pure (1620–1680), 

a cleric and courtier much interested in royal spectacles, produced a work entitled Idée des 

spectacles anciens et nouveaux in 1668. Père Claude-François Menestrier (1631-1705), another 

churchman, deviser of ballets and acknowledged expert on court ceremonial, published 

his Des Ballets anciens et modernes selon les règles du théâtre in 1682.3 In addition to these 

theorists, ballet creators sometimes outlined the artistic principles behind their works in 

prefaces to the published livrets. Notable examples include Balthasar de Beaujoyeulx’s 

preamble to Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581) and Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin’s preface to 

Le Ballet de la prospérité des armes de France (1641). Unfortunately, there are no prefatory 

remarks in the livrets for the Psyche ballets explaining the aesthetic concerns 

underpinning these works. However, theoretical writing relating to other productions, 

and to court ballet more generally, provides invaluable information on the cultural 

climate in which these ballets were produced and the artistic expectations attendant on 

their creation, even if theory did not always coincide with practice. There is a remarkable 

degree of consensus between seventeenth-century writers on dance, suggesting that 

universal norms had been established and were likely to have operated to a greater or 

lesser degree in the Psyche ballets. Furthermore, theories about court ballet were in 

dialogue with theoretical writing on other genres, including opera and spoken drama. 

While influencing, and absorbing influences from, these artforms, court ballet was 

nevertheless conceptualised by seventeenth-century theoreticians as a fully-fledged genre 

with its own distinct protocols. French seventeenth-century treatises on dance offer a 

loose set of principles that can inform our understanding of the Psyche adaptations.  

 
3 Only page numbers are supplied for brevity after quotations from these three authors. See p35 or 

Bibliography for editions of their works used in this thesis.  



44 
 

2.2 La Fable 

Seventeenth-century theorists agreed on the vital importance of what they called la fable in 

the creation of a ballet. Today, the term ‘fable’ is most commonly used to mean ‘a short 

story devised to convey some useful lesson, especially one in which animals or inanimate 

things are the speakers or actors’ (OED), for example Aesop’s Fables or Les Fables de La 

Fontaine. Other meanings of ‘fable’ still in use include ‘fiction’ and ‘falsehood’. However, 

in the seventeenth century, as applied to ballets and other works of art, la fable could 

signify both the story content and the original source from which it was derived. It was 

often used to denote a mythological tale, as in ‘la fable de Psyché’. More broadly, the 

singular noun, la fable, could also refer to ‘toutes les Fables de l’Antiquité Payenne’ 

(Furetière, 1694). It is most likely in this sense that Menestrier (p.110) uses the term when 

he asserts that the poet Estienne Durand, inventor of Le Ballet de Minerve (1615), would 

have created a better work ‘s’il eut sçeu la Fable, et s’il avoit été instruit des Ballets des 

Anciens’. La Fable sometimes referred to a canonical body of myth, legend and more 

recent fiction that regularly provided topics for theatre, ballet and opera. As well as 

classical mythology, this included popular epic poems of the Renaissance such as 

Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1506–1532) and Torquato Tasso’s Gerusalemme Liberata 

(1581). The term fable could even refer to historical events such as the conquests of 

Alexander the Great or the battles of the Crusades that had been absorbed into a 

conventionalised mythistoire informing artistic productions.  

 

The creators of court ballets, particularly the poets and composers, were working within a 

tradition in which modelling your work on that of previous authorities ― ideally, but not 

exclusively, those of classical antiquity ― was a cardinal principle of creativity (Herissone 

2013: 1–41; Herissone and Howard 2013: 1–12; Mack 1996: 1–19). In the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, the rules of invention taught to poets, artists and musicians were 

based on classical methods founded on the five divisions of rhetoric specified by Cicero in 

55 BC in De Oratore. The first of Cicero’s divisions was the inventio, that is the selection of a 

suitable subject. An important tool in helping orators or artists to do this was the 

technique of imitatio – the imitating of authoritative works – and, most importantly, 

emulatio, which involved attempting to improve on the original model. This approach was 

central to both the training of artists and the creation of new work, and extended to music, 
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literary production, fine art, architecture and theatrical spectacle. Invention was not 

conceived as the imagining of something entirely original, but rather a process of 

choosing amongst a series of items in a predetermined and limited list of possibilities.  

 

In court ballet, a mythological story from Greco-Roman antiquity or a respected work of 

literature would provide a suitably authoritative starting point for creation. In insisting 

that ballet-makers knew la fable, Menestrier was referring to the stories, archetypes and 

iconography that formed the seventeenth-century imaginaire antique. In Des Ballets anciens 

et modernes…, he provides a seven-page catalogue of suitable subjects from history and 

mythology. He demands great erudition of ballet inventors, including knowledge of 

ancient history from the dawn of time to the reign of Queen Cleopatra, and the full 

repertoire of classical myths (pp.46–52). Ballet-makers could obtain this knowledge from 

sources such as mythological dictionaries, paintings on classical themes and French 

translations of authors such as Homer, Ovid and Apuleius. According to Menestrier, 

ballet topics could also include natural phenomena like Night or The Seasons, moral 

instruction on issues such as Curiosity or Proverbs, or even subjects originating from pure 

caprice – a reference perhaps to works such as Le Ballet des postures (1633) and Le Ballet des 

sottises (1636). De Pure, on the other hand, declares that the creator who applies himself to 

‘des imaginations’ rather than superior works of the past ‘trauaille bien souvent en l’air, & 

ne produit que des chimeres’ (p.222). According to de Pure, prior knowledge of the story 

on the part of the spectator has the two-fold advantages of making it easier to understand 

and more likely to be believed (pp.217–18). He also considers that ballets based on well-

known sources are more likely to impress, echoing a widely held belief in the superior 

literary and moral value of works that had themselves been admired by other 

‘authorities’, and therefore commanded universal respect. Association with such works 

must inevitably improve the quality of a ballet and enhance its prestige.  

 

In structuring the ballet itself, la fable was not a set of storylines to be copied faithfully, but 

rather a catalogue of archetypal stories, each with its associated set of characters. These 

stories could be referenced in a variety of ways in court ballets: they did not have to be 

fully enacted. As the ballets de Psyché illustrate, their creators were not necessarily 

concerned with the faithful reproduction of the original. They were supported in this by 

theorists of the period. For example, de Pure contends that ballet-makers should not be 
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overly respectful of a potentially fruitful subject: the chosen story should be ‘maniable, 

souple, docile’ so it can be moulded to fit the occasion and the medium (p.222). The 

original source served as a springboard for the imagination and invention of ballet-

makers: they selected the elements that served their purpose and rejected those that did 

not. Inventors rearranged or abridged stories, or merely used them as framing devices. 

They did not hesitate to mix literary and cultural idioms: while the Psyche 1 ballet 

corresponds more or less to Apuleius’s fictional world, Psyche 2 introduces elements from 

Homer (Ulysses and Circe), Ovid (Medea and Jason), ancient history (Marc-Antony and 

Cleopatra), Italian Renaissance romances (Alcina and Ruggiero, Armida and Rinaldo), 

folktale (Esprits Follets) and contemporary life (Painters, Musicians, Perfumiers). Thus, 

for a ballet-maker, it was not necessarily a question of dramatizing a particular myth, but 

rather choosing freely from a catalogue of archetypal stories and characters that could be 

taken out of context and re-arranged in any combination.  

 

La Favola in Italian Opera 

The emerging art of Italian opera shared many characteristics with court ballet, in 

particular the combination of music, dance and scenic spectacle, but it diverged from it in 

the importance placed on the dramatization of a narrative. Opera was born out of the 

fortuitous convergence of several cultural phenomena (Pirrotta 1984; Katz 1984). The first 

of these was Italian intermedi, dance and music spectacles performed in the intervals of 

plays at princely courts. Intermedi such as those composed by Striggio to accompany 

Francesco d'Ambra’s play La confanaria (1565) – based, notably, on the legend of Cupid 

and Psyche – introduced the practice of sustaining a narrative line from one intermedio 

(interlude) to the next (Katritzky 1997: 77). The importance of narrative in music theatre 

was also emphasised by ‘academies’ such as the Camerata and the Alterati in Florence. 

These were informal discussion groups for noble amateurs, musicians, philosophers, 

astrologers and scientists where a great deal of theorising on music took place. Composers 

Jacopo Peri and Giulio Caccini shared with other Camerata members, as well as musicians 

outside the group, an interest in reviving ’the ancient Greek practice of setting words to 

music with “power to move the passion of the mind”‘ (Caccini 1602; cited in Strunk 1950: 

379). The reforms envisaged for music as it was then practised included the privileging of 

la favola, or the dramatic plot, over the requirements of music intended for dance and song 
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(Pirrotta and Povoledo 1982: 244). For example, Caccini (1602; cited in Strunk 1950: 378) 

claimed to ‘hold fast to the manner so much praised by Plato and other philosophers, who 

declared that music is nothing other than la favola and not the contrary, the rhythm and 

sound, in order to penetrate the perception of others…’. In telling the adapted story, 

composers were concerned that words could be clearly heard, and that the music served 

to express not just the meaning but also the emotional import of the text. To this end, 

innovators replaced the polyphonic singing typically employed in madrigals composed 

for intermedi, which they felt was incapable of communicating emotions, with monody, 

often in the form of solo singing to continuo accompaniment; and introduced the stile 

recitativo to bring singing closer to speech. 

 

Gradually, a new genre began to emerge that aimed to tell a complete story entirely in 

music, rather than employing it incidentally. This eventually came to be called opera 

(plural of opus), literally meaning ‘work’. It retained a number of elements from intermedi, 

including dance, scenic spectacle and a preference for stories from Greco-Roman myth 

and legend. However, as Mantuan courtier Carlo Magni (cited in Calcagno 2012: 20) 

wrote during the preparations for Monteverdi’s Orfeo in 1607, ‘tutti ‘gli interlocutori 

parleranno musicalmente’, or ’all the interlocutors will speak musically’. As Nino Pirrotta 

and Elena Povoledo (1982: x) observe, the communication of emotion was all-important: 

‘In opera, […] almost complete reliance was placed on soloistic singing expressing the 

inner feelings of the characters. In the patent unrealism of its being “recited wholly in 

song” opera was mainly concerned with what we may call a psychological realism aiming 

to render the dialectics of passion’. However, the evolving genre of opera was in no way 

uniform in its approach to narrative, either in theory or in practice. As Nino Pirotta (1984: 

233) points out, a tension existed from the beginning between dramatic expression, on the 

one hand, and ornamentation and virtuosic vocal display, on the other. Nevertheless, by 

the end of the seventeenth century, opera had moved much closer to spoken theatre than 

the ballet de cour in its treatment of la favola. 
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Court Ballet and Spoken Drama 

In seeking to develop aesthetic rules for court ballet, seventeenth-century dance 

commentators were also following in the footsteps of dramatic theorists, who outlined 

precepts for tragedy and comedy based on a reinterpretation of the poetics of Aristotle 

and other ancient authorities (Hénin 2003: 14). French classical drama theory was in no 

way homogenous; instead, it constituted ‘un dialogue parsemé de querelles entre la 

théorie et la pratique, entre les dramaturges-théoriciens et les théoriciens-dramaturges’ 

(Biet 2002: 213). Nevertheless, drama provided court ballet theorists and practitioners 

with an assortment of ready-made principles and vocabulary on which to draw in 

attempting to define the elusive art of dance. Theorists made frequent analogies with 

theatre in establishing the aesthetics of ballet. In the ut pictora poesis tradition of defining 

one art in terms of another, Saint-Hubert (p.16) describes ballet as a ‘comédie muette’. 

Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin (1641: 2) employs the analogy with drama to justify the division 

of his Ballet de la prospérité des armes de France (1641) into five acts: ‘Les Ballets sont des 

Comedies muettes, & doiuent estres diuisez de mesme par Actes & par Scenes’. 

Menestrier also cites Plutarch’s dictum that dance was ‘une poësie muette’, which could 

be interpreted as ‘dance is silent drama’ given that ‘tragedy’ was commonly referred to as 

a ‘poème dramatique’ (p.153). Similarly, de Pure (p.211) draws parallels between ballet 

and tragedy, contending that they are both ‘peintures’ of the more illustrious aspects of 

the world and of history. They share a mission to portray prominent figures from history 

and myth either as warnings or models to imitate. Understanding of antiquity can thus be 

easily conveyed through the eyes and ears, without requiring the effort of reading.  

 

Ballet theorists did not believe there to be a total affinity between dance spectacle and 

drama, however. Menestrier criticises those who think ballets can be regulated according 

to the rules of theatre: if you produce ‘Comedies à dancer’ and ‘Tragedies muettes’ these 

will not prove to be ‘de justes Ballets’ (p.2). Similarly, de Pure asserts that even if ballet 

has some characteristics in common with theatre, nevertheless it possesses ‘ses differences 

et ses regles particulieres’ (p.213). Although theorists identified affinities between the two 

artforms, they also made important distinctions. One area of clear demarcation was 

narrative structure. De Pure (p.241) points out that successive scenes in a play need to link 

to one another to form a coherent narrative, whereas ballet is composed of disparate 
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entrées: they must relate, however tenuously, to the story or theme, but they do not need 

to be connected by the thread of a narrative. The ‘unity of action’ prescribed for spoken 

theatre depended on the internal logic of the story. In his influential treatise, La Pratique du 

théâtre (1657), François Hédelin d’Aubignac (2001: 183) follows Aristotle in arguing that 

the ‘necessity’ of the action should exclude anything superfluous to the plot: ‘l’Action 

Théâtrale doit être Une, et ne comprendre aucunes occupations qui ne soient nécessaires à 

l’intrigue du Théâtre, et qui n’en fassent partie’. Because ballets were constructed to 

provide multiple opportunities for dances and vocal displays, they inevitably contained 

elements that were not strictly necessary to the plot. As Psyche 1 demonstrates, even the 

earlier ‘melodramatic’ ballets, with their greater adherence to a narrative line, could not 

be said to possess absolute unity of action, containing as they did many elements, ― for 

example, dances for Hyperboreans, Winds, Spirits of Love and Nereids ― which 

d’Aubignac might have considered superfluous to the plot.  

 

De Pure (pp.213–14) highlights the loosely connected, heterogenous contents of court 

ballets, imagining a model spectacle that would encompass the golden days of young 

lovers, the different seasons, the monarchies of the world, Assyrians, Persians, Greeks, 

Romans, Chinese and Europeans. Menestrier concurs with de Pure in rejecting unity of 

action: ‘La Tragedie ne represente qu’une seule action, le Ballet en reçoit plusieurs’ 

(p.291). Theorists argued that ballet demanded greater variety than drama: according to 

Menestrier, ‘Il y a plus de diversité & de changement dans les Ballets’ (p.4). Emphasising 

the hybridity of the genre, Menestrier suggests that the poet who creates a ballet needs to 

master all styles from the Epic and Dramatic to the Satiric and Elegiac: ‘on fait une Dance 

mêlée du serieux, & de l’enjoué, du naturel & du capricieux, de la Fable & de l’Histoire, & 

on assemble en un dessein toutes ces especes de Poësies pour faire un juste Ballet’ (p.4). 

The greater the diversity of entrées, the more likely the ballet is to be considered balanced 

and well proportioned. Saint-Hubert also applies this principle to the succession of entrées: 

‘Pour estre beau, il faut […] que s’il y a du serieux & du Grotesque, l’on n’en voye pas 

deux Grotesques de suitte, s’il se peut quelles soient meslées parmy les serieuses, elles en 

seront bien plus diuertisantes & l’on aura plus de loisir d’admirer les vnes & de rire des 

autres‘ (p.7). The fact that ballet à entrées had already become the norm by the time Saint-
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Hubert, de Pure and Menestrier produced their theories no doubt influenced their views 

of the artform: variety and contrast guaranteed balance and harmony. 

 

Paradoxically, seventeenth-century dance theorists demanded complete coherence from 

the heterogeneous elements that made up a ballet, but they were concerned with thematic 

unity, not dramatic unity. To be considered a ‘beau ballet’, Saint-Hubert stipulates that 

‘pas vne entrée ne sorte du subiet’ (p.7). De Pure (p.236) is highly critical of entrées that do 

not fit naturally with the subject: ‘L’Entrée doit […] estre tirée sans effort, & pour ainsi 

dire sans feu, des entrailles du Sujet’. If an entrée feels forced, he argues, it creates a barrier 

in the imagination of the spectator. Finding a specious reason for the entrée’s inclusion, or 

trying to link it artificially to the subject by means of the accompanying verses, will not 

compensate for its ‘disconvenance’. The art of producing a well-constructed ballet, 

according to Menestrier, ‘n’est […] autre chose que la juste distribution d’un tout en ses 

parties essentielles’ (p.135). Menestrier and de Pure propose similar subjects as ideal for 

ballet because they divide naturally into their component parts. Menestrier (pp.258-60) 

singles out Le Ballet de la nuit (1653), in which the poet, Isaac de Benserade, had divided 

the forty-five entrées into four sections, each corresponding to different periods or veilles of 

the night. In a similar vein, de Pure (p.234) envisions a Ballet des fatigues de la journée that 

would divide naturally into three parts: morning, midday and afternoon. De Pure argues 

that such a division acts as an aid to memory, preventing people from confusing or even 

forgetting the different entrées afterwards. 

 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ by Apuleius 

In the livret for Psyche 1, the author, Scipion de Gramont, attributes ancient origins to ‘la 

Fable de Psyché’, which, he states, can be found ‘dans Lucian & dans Apulée, en sa 

metamorphose’. There has, however, been considerable scholarly debate about whether 

Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and Psyche’ constitutes the first iteration of this story, and whether his 

tale is in fact a retelling of a pre-existing Greek myth (Le Maître 1939; de Palacio 2000; 

Gély 2006). Canova-Green specifies in her edition of the ballet that, as well as featuring in 

Apuleius’s Metamorphoses, the story of Cupid and Psyche was believed to have appeared 

in a lost Greek work entitled Lucius or the Ass produced by a certain Lucius of Patras 
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(p.150, Note 5). However, in L’Invention d’un mythe: Psyché, Gély (2006: 14) claims that 

there is no evidence of any Cupid and Psyche story preceding that of Apuleius, and no 

evidence of any pre-existing Greek myth. She points out that prior to Apuleius’s story, 

Psyche was simply a Greek girl’s name, while psyche was a Greek word for ‘soul’, often 

represented in statues and carvings as either a butterfly or a young girl with wings. Gély 

argues that the story of Cupid and Psyche only took on mythic dimensions once it was 

transformed into a Christian allegory in the Middle Ages by Fulgentius, Boccacio and 

others (Gély 2006: 30). It may therefore be a story of Apuleius’s own invention, in contrast 

to other source texts for court ballets such as Ovid’s Metamorphoses and Homer’s Iliad and 

Odessey, which were retellings of pre-existing myths. 

 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ is an episode in The Golden Ass, also called Metamorphoses, written in 

Latin by Lucius Apuleius Madaurensis in the 2nd century A.D. The Golden Ass conforms 

largely to the style of Milesian tales, which were stories of love and adventure, often of 

erotic or titillating character, exemplified by the Milesiaca of Aristides of Miletus (circa 100 

B.C.E.). ‘Cupid and Psyche’ is a self-contained story straddling the divisions between 

Books IV, V and VI of The Golden Ass. It is a retelling by the work’s main protagonist, 

Lucius, of a story he has overheard. The prose in ‘Cupid and Psyche’ mixes lyrical 

description with good-humoured irony. With its poetic descriptions, romance and gentle 

humour, it stands out from the grotesque comedy and sharp satire of the rest of The 

Golden Ass. ‘Cupid and Psyche’ has many of the characteristics of a typical Greco-Roman 

mythological tale: human beings converse with animals, plants and deities, while gods fly 

through the ether, squabbling with each other and deciding the fate of mortals.  

 

Psyche is a young woman of such phenomenal beauty that people begin to worship her 

instead of Venus. This infuriates the real goddess of love, who commands her son Cupid 

to punish the girl. However, the moment Cupid sees Psyche he is smitten by her himself. 

Meanwhile, Psyche’s parents are told by an oracle to leave her exposed on a mountain 

peak to await a ‘funereal marriage’ with a horrible monster. Zephyr, god of the west 

wind, carries her to a magnificent palace, where she is waited on by invisible slaves. 

Every night, she is visited by her husband, who remains unseen and refuses to reveal his 

name. Persuaded by her jealous sisters to uncover her husband’s identity, Psyche shines a 
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lamp on him as he sleeps and discovers that he is in fact the beautiful youth, Cupid. She 

accidentally wakes him by spilling lamp oil on his body, burning him and causing him to 

run away. Psyche is then persecuted by Venus: the goddess keeps the girl prisoner, 

torments her and makes her perform near-impossible tasks such as sorting gigantic piles 

of grain and gathering wool from fierce golden-fleeced sheep. Finally, she sends Psyche to 

the Underworld for a flask of the water of youth, which she is forbidden to open. Giving 

in to curiosity, Psyche opens the flask, and immediately falls into a deep sleep. Cupid 

wakes her, declares his love and obtains permission from Jupiter to marry her. Psyche is 

reconciled with Venus and the Gods of Olympus hold a lavish wedding feast. 

 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ exists within a matrix of cultural associations that may have impacted 

on the construction of the ballets, whether or not their inventors were aware of it. Since its 

creation as part of The Golden Ass in 2 A.D., the story of Cupid and Psyche had been retold 

and reinvented many times – as Platonic myth, as Christian allegory, as a gallant story of 

love performed at royal weddings. The figure of Psyche has a parallel but separate 

existence as a spiritual allegory. As Henri Lemaître (1939: 11) observes, a great deal of 

meaning has been attributed to this character simply because her name means ‘soul’ in 

Greek: ‘le mythe de Psyché présente à l’origine un véritable jeu de mots: Psyché signifie 

tantôt souffle-âme, tantôt papillon’. Statues, stone carvings, enamel work, bas-reliefs, 

sarcophagi and murals have been discovered, dating from the end of the third century 

BCE until the beginning of the fourteenth century, which depict Psyche as a beautiful 

young woman with butterfly wings who symbolised the soul. Le Maître describes the 

early myths associated with Psyche/the Soul as reflections of Platonic ideas and Orphic 

mysteries: Psyche abandons the prison of the body after death, suffers painful ordeals, 

sometimes inflicted on her by Eros, symbol of desire. She is ultimately reunited with this 

divinity ‘dans la béatitude et l’extase de l’hymen’, thereby representing the union of the 

soul with divine love. During the period of Christian persecution, believers chose the 

pagan symbol Psyche/the Soul for their sarcophagi to signify their belief in resurrection 

without revealing their faith to their persecutors (Le Maître 1939: 14). Thus Psyche became 

a Christian symbol of resurrection and eternal happiness. 
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In the Renaissance, the fable of Psyche was often presented as a philosophical or spiritual 

allegory. For example, in an edition of The Golden Ass published in Rome in 1469, the 

reader was invited to discover Platonic allegories throughout the novel with the aid of an 

Italian translation of the Introduction to the Philosophy of Plato by Alcinous printed at the 

back of the book. Psyche was described as a representation of the soul gaining spiritual 

growth through trials and religious knowledge (Le Maître 1939: 36–37). The myth was 

Christianised in works such as Louvan Géliot’s play Psiché (1599), which incorporated 

religious terms and scriptural references; and P. Joulet’s Les Amours spirituels de Psiché 

(1600), which claimed to describe the ‘transports de l’âme chrétienne’ and ‘ses 

embrasements sacrés’. Gély argues (2006: 18) that this transformation of Psyche is hardly 

surprising considering that, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, ‘il n’est guère 

pensable d’écrire de la mythologie sans le recours à l’allégorie philosophique et 

religieuse’. An English masque of 1634, Love’s Mistress, or, The Queen’s Masque, performed 

for Charles I and his wife Henrietta-Maria, also highlighted the fable’s potential religious 

significance. Thomas Heywood, its author, brought Apuleius himself to the stage to 

explain its meanings, largely borrowed from Fulgentius: for instance, the lamp was divine 

thought that restrained Psyche’s murdering arm; the five sorts of grain that she had to 

sort into piles were the innumerable sins which the five senses had caused her to commit. 

It is notable that no traces of Psyche’s double life as a Christian allegory of the soul are to 

be found in the French seventeenth-century Psyche ballets. This may be explained by the 

taboo on religious content in worldly entertainments that existed in France at the time 

they were performed. In his exploration of le merveilleux during the reign of Louis XIV, 

Victor Delaporte (2018: 356) observes that ‘rien de ce qui touchait directement à la foi ne 

pouvait se produire au théâtre […] sans alarmer les consciences chrétiennes’. 

Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter 4, the ballets promoted the quasi-divinity of the 

monarch, a message which the representation of Psyche as a metaphor for the soul might 

have diluted. 

 

The tale of Cupid and Psyche was also adapted for ballet, opera and theatre as a love 

story. It provided the theme for a series of intermedi by Striggio performed in Florence in 

1565 for the wedding of Francesco de Medici to Johanna of Austria, as well as for Les 

Noces de Cupidon et de Psyché staged at the court of the Archdukes Albert and Isabella in 
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Brussels in 1608 (Nevile 2018: 50–53). It was also translated from Latin into a number of 

different languages: the most recent French translations at the time of the Psyche ballets 

were those of Jean de Monlyard in 1602 and Nicolas de la Coste in 1648 (Le Maître 1939: 

36–41). Between the 1619 and 1656 ballets, Giambattista Marino had incorporated the 

Novelletta of ‘Cupid and Psyche’ in his long poem Adone (1623), which caused a sensation 

in both Italy and France (Le Maître 1939: 75). Marino emphasised Psyche’s physical 

beauty to an even greater degree than Apuleius, describing her as ‘une rose entre les 

épines ou plutôt comme le soleil parmi les étoiles’ (Marino 1623, cited in Le Maître 1939: 

77). This may have influenced Benserade’s decision to have his heroine enter 

accompanied by the personification of Beauty and the Three Graces, embodiments of 

female attractiveness. Other cultural factors that may have influenced interpretations by 

ballet-makers include the iconography associated with the characters in engravings, 

paintings and architecture. For example, in 1650, Charles Le Brun decorated the ceiling of 

the Grande Chambre of the Hotel Rivière, in Paris, with a ‘Triumph of Psyche’ depicting 

episodes from her life. Thus, in seeking to understand new versions of ‘Cupid and 

Psyche’, it is useful to think of a cluster of stories and reinventions of stories – ranging 

from a serious Christian moral fable to a gallant love story – in conversation with each 

other.  

 

Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché (1619) 

The ballet opens with a grand entrance for Venus in her chariot: she sings a dialogue with 

her son complaining that mortals are worshiping Psyche, and Cupid agrees to punish the 

girl. This is followed by a ballet for Hyperboreans (inhabitants of the land beyond the 

North Wind) who have come to express their love for Psyche. In the next scene, Cupid 

sees Psyche dancing with her sisters and immediately falls in love with her. Cupid sings a 

récit accompanied by ten lutes in which he praises Psyche’s perfections – as well as those 

of the King – and commands the winds to bring her to his palace. Zephyr‘s transportation 

of Psyche becomes a ‘Ballets des Vents’ for little boys dressed in feathers. The scenery 

changes from garden to palace, where Psyche dances while being waited on by invisible 

servants. Cupid and Psyche’s bedroom encounters are here replaced by a ballet for little 

boys playing Spirits of Love. Then Psyche appears with her sisters, one holding a flame 

and the other a sword. Cupid sees them and runs away, chased by Psyche. Unable to stop 
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her lover escaping, she performs the actions of ‘vne femme portée au desespoir’ (p.152). 

The scene then changes to a seascape complete with moving waves, out of which Venus 

appears, rejoicing in song that Cupid has fled from Psyche. Six Tritons emerge from the 

waves playing conch shells to accompany a troupe of dancing Nereids. There follows a 

dance for Juno, Ceres and Psyche. De Porchères abruptly truncates the story at this point, 

omitting Psyche’s wanderings, her torments at the hands of Venus and her various 

ordeals. The ballet now comes to an unexpected resolution with the appearance of 

musicians disguised as the gods of Olympus assembled for the deification of Psyche. The 

climax of the ballet is the appearance of the Queen as Juno accompanied by fifteen of her 

ladies as goddesses, all splendidly dressed and dripping with jewels. They descend from 

the heavens and perform the final grand ballet. 

 

Psyche 1’s ‘inventor’, Laugier de Porchères, converted episodes from Apuleius’s tale into 

song, dance and scenic spectacle with considerable concision and inventiveness. This runs 

counter to Le Maître’s assertion (1939: 68) that ‘les organisateurs du Ballet de la Reyne, tiré 

de la fable de Psiché (sic) […] se préoccupèrent peu d’Apulée’. Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and 

Psyche’ contains a wide variety of events, locations and dramatis personae. De Porchères 

retained the bare bones of Apuleius’s narrative, expunged certain episodes and 

substituted additional material. Of the sixteen major plot points identified in Table 1: 

Events in Appendix 2, ten are transferred into Psyche 1 in easily recognisable form; of 

these, two scenes – Venus in the sea and the deification of Psyche – have been 

significantly expanded in the ballet. Two events, Zephyr’s transportation of Psyche and 

the night-time encounters between the lovers, are substantially transformed. Six major 

plot points representing almost half the story, including Psyche’s suicide attempts and the 

trials she performs for Venus, have been left out. Only four of Apuleius’s thirteen 

principal locations have been retained, as illustrated in Table 2: Locations in Appendix 2. 

Of thirty-seven characters featured in the original, de Porchères retained fourteen, added 

four new characters (Hyperboreans, Little Cupids, Spirits of Love, Winds), and specified 

the goddesses present for the deification of Psyche (unnamed in Apuleius), as shown in 

Table 3: Characters in Appendix 2. For this tally, groups of identical characters, for 

example the Hyperboreans, have been counted as single roles, and characters only 

mentioned in passing by Apuleius, such as Fortune and Aurora, have been omitted. 



56 
 

 

In summary, de Porchères offers spectators a drastically abridged version of the story, 

cutting out roughly half of it. As an illustration of this, Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and Psyche’ is 

thirty-seven pages long in E.J. Kenney’s edition (Apuleius 1990): the ballet covers the 

early part of the story (approximately eighteen pages) and two further pages at the end, 

therefore omitting the contents of about seventeen pages. De Porchères has found 

imaginative ways of condensing multiple events, locations and protagonists into a single 

entity, with one character, or set of characters, representing many others. For example, the 

Hyperboreans represent all of Psyche’s worshipers: ‘Now there came flocking many 

people by long journeys and deep-sea voyages to view this wonder of the age’ (Apuleius 

1990: 41). The Winds represent in a single entrée the many occasions on which Zephyr 

transports Psyche and her sisters from the rocky crag to Cupid’s palace. The discrete 

replacement of the bedroom scenes in the original by the dance of the Spirits of Love 

constitutes a significant alteration: the implications of this in relation to the portrayal of 

love and sex is discussed in Chapter 3. It also represents a further contraction of multiple 

scenes into a single entrée. 

 

Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour (1656) 

This ballet is divided into two parts, the first of which is dedicated to ‘les beautez & les 

delices du Palais d’Amour’. The second half is conceived as a showcase for the marvellous 

feats accomplished by the god of Love. The spectacle opens with a récit sung by 

Constancy, one of several personifications of abstract ideas in the ballet. The twelve entrées 

in this section include a dance for the Four Winds; an appearance by Louis XIV as the 

Spring accompanied by Zephyr and Flora; and two entrées in which personifications of 

Discord, Sadness, Fear and Jealousy try in vain to enter the Palace of Love, only to 

disappear at the sight of Cupid surrounded by Gaming, Laughter, Youth and Joy. Psyche 

does not make her appearance until the tenth entrée, when she dances in the company of 

Beauty and the Graces. The first half closes with an entrée for Silence, Discretion and 

Secrecy, who have come to live in the Palace of Love. 
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The second half opens with a récit for Glory addressed to the king declaring that even 

monarchs can be slaves to love. A suite of entrées featuring those smitten by passion 

presents Jupiter, Mars and Mercury, ‘vaincus autrefois par l’Amour’; a comic dance of the 

gods accompanied by six people driven insane by love; and a dance for amorous 

Amazons. Mark Antony’s excessive spending for love of Cleopatra is represented by 

dances for gladiators and Moorish slaves offered to her as proofs of his love. In another 

scene, the Bacchae, enraged by passion, tear Orpheus to pieces. Then the caverns of Hell 

open to reveal Pluto on his throne, played by Louis XIV, surrounded by Demons. 

Incarnations of Fear, Suspicion, Despair and Jealousy perform an Italian concert 

composed by Jean-Baptiste Lully entitled ‘Choro Di Passioni Amorose’. Then Pluto and 

his Court prove ‘par une danse toute extraordinaire’ that Love can inspire joy even in the 

Underworld. The penultimate scene features twelve little girls playing the Hours; then 

Cupid, becoming impatient, summons Hymen, god of Marriage, and all the Pleasures to 

perform the final dance. 

 

Psyche 2 achieves exactly what its title suggests, in that it demonstrates the power of both 

the god of Love and the emotion of love. It does so by setting aside the majority of 

Apuleius’s plot and focusing on the final part of the story, when Cupid and Psyche are 

reconciled and about to be married. As Gély notes (2006: 446), Apuleius’s story ends not 

just with a banquet, but with a concert and a ballet: 

Then Apollo sang to the lyre, and Venus, fitting her steps to the sweet music, 

danced in all her beauty, having arranged a production in which the Muses were 

chorus and played the tibia, while a Satyr and a little Pan sang to the shepherd’s 

pipe. (Apuleius 1990: 115) 

This makes ‘Cupid and Psyche’ ideal material for adaptation: this ‘wedding ballet’ can 

either constitute the grand finale, as in Psyche 1, or provide the frame for the ballet as a 

whole. Les Noces de Psyché et de Cupidon, an earlier adaptation of the story performed in 

Brussels in 1608 for the Archdukes Albert and Isabella, focuses exclusively on Cupid and 

Psyche’s wedding, as the title would suggest. At the opening of the ballet, Cupid invites 

the Archdukes to his marriage celebrations and the entertainment enjoyed by the 

audience overlaps with the entertainment enjoyed at the fictional wedding of Cupid and 

Psyche (see Nevile 2018: 50–53). Psyche 2 was not created to celebrate a real wedding, but 
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it is set at a notional point in Apuleius’s story between Cupid and Psyche’s reconciliation 

and their marriage, and the ballet itself is conceived as an entertainment offered by the 

god of Love to his betrothed. The offering of an entertainment as a gift is a common trope 

of court ballet, providing a structure into which almost any sort of performance can be 

inserted. Examples of this can be found in Le Ballet de la galanterie du temps (1656), Le Ballet 

des Muses (1666) and Molière’s Le Bourgeois gentilhomme (1670).  

 

The livret does not provide a great deal of information about the sets, but those that are 

mentioned correspond loosely to locations in Apuleius’s version. At the opening of the 

ballet, the decor is familiar from both Apuleius and Psyche 1: ‘Le Palais d’Amour parest 

dans le fonds du Theatre auec des bois & des païsages aux deux costez’ (p.291). Nothing 

more is said about the decor until almost the end of the ballet, specifically Entrée 7 of Part 

II, when the livret informs us that the scene changes to the Underworld: ‘Vn Antre 

s’ouure, Pluton parest sur son Trône, enuironné de Demons…’ (p.321). Although the 

description given for this entrée is ‘Pluton & sa Cour tenebreuse témoignant par vne danse 

toute extraordinaire que l’Amour inspire la gayeté jusqu’aux Enfers’, it may have 

reminded spectators of Psyche’s descent into the underworld in the original story. The 

Palace and the Underworld had in fact become standard tropes of court ballet by this 

point. The livret provides no information about whether there are any set changes 

between the beginning of the ballet and this entrée, nor does it explain whether the 

Underworld scenery remains on stage until the end. As regards the dramatis personae, 

Benserade has only retained nine of Apuleius’s thirty-seven named characters, and 

introduces sixty characters that do not appear in the original – see Tables 1, 2 and 3 in 

Appendix 2.  

 

Dramatic Narrative Versus Allegorical Micro-narratives 

The criteria identified for ‘narrative’ at the beginning of this chapter included an 

assemblage of actions or events in succession linked by a logical, possibly causal, 

relationship; the notion of transformation from one state to another; a temporal 

relationship between events; and emotional motivation of events. Much of Psyche 1 can be 

described as an assemblage of logically related actions and events. For example, in Entrée 

1, Venus complains that people are worshipping Psyche instead of herself; Entrée 2 offers 
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an illustration of Venus’s problem: a group of Hyperboreans, people from the lands 

beyond the North Wind, arrive to express their love for Psyche. Entrée 3 is causally linked 

to Entrée 1: in the earlier scene, Venus had commanded Cupid to punish Psyche, thus 

motivating him to seek her out in Entrée 3. In some ways, the ballet can be seen as an 

object lesson in integrating the action of a plot into dance and music. However, the logic 

of the transition from one scene to the next is unclear in places. The ‘Ballet des Génies 

d’Amour’ seems unconnected with the previous scene, unless you are familiar with 

Apuleius’s version and can deduce that the Spirits of Love represent Cupid and Psyche’s 

amorous encounters. Furthermore, the final apotheosis, the deification of Psyche, seems to 

come out of nowhere: it has not been prepared for earlier in the ballet, as far as one can 

tell from the livret. The plot appears at this point to have been highjacked by royal 

propaganda: the triumph of the king and queen eclipses that of the eponymous lovers. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, the glorification of the monarch was potentially of much greater 

importance in this context than the resolution of the Cupid and Psyche story: la fable 

serves the ritualised expression of monarchic power in these ballets. 

 

Most of the action in Psyche 1 is emotionally motivated: Venus’s rage at the worship of 

Psyche leads to Cupid’s encounter with a mortal girl; his falling in love with her 

motivates his command to the winds to bring her to his palace; Psyche’s plotting with her 

sisters to discover his identity causes him to desert her, which in turn motivates Venus’s 

song of triumph. However, the emotional impetus for Juno, Ceres and Psyche’s dance, 

and for the assembly of the gods that follows, is not at all obvious from the description in 

the livret. It is possible that this was explained in the performance, perhaps in song lyrics 

that have since been lost. It is also possible that de Porchères relied on spectators’ 

knowledge of the story to fill in the gaps. What remains unclear from the limited 

information available is whether the creators attempted to move audiences emotionally, 

to engage them to empathise with Venus’s rage, Cupid’s passion or Psyche’s despair. The 

emphasis in the livret is on spectators’ admiration of the skills of the performers, for 

example the beautiful singing of Cupid, Venus and their entourage, and the magnificence 

of the spectacle. It is impossible to know what really happened during the live 

performance, but the livret would suggest that the aim of the ballet was to impress and 

entertain, but not necessarily to engage audiences emotionally with the characters. 
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Instead of a linear narrative or plot, Psyche 2 contains a series of micro-narratives, that is 

causally related events arranged across a limited number of entrées. The overarching 

narrative line is minimal: Cupid shows Psyche the delights of his palace and the marvels 

of love he has achieved, then grows restless and summons Hymen to hasten their 

marriage. This serves as a framing device: the entrées all relate to the power of love and 

divide neatly into categories corresponding to the two parts of the ballet. Thus the ballet 

could be said to achieve, at least to some degree, the thematic unity and logical division of 

entrées required by theorists. Lacking a conventional dramatic plot, the ballet cannot be 

said to offer unity of action. However, it is possible to discern a form of ‘allegorical arc’ in 

the arrangement of the entrées. In Part I, Entrées 1 to 5 illustrate the conflict between 

renewal and discord, with renewal emerging victorious; Entrées 6 to 10 highlight the 

pleasures of the senses, thereby preparing the entrance of Psyche; when famous 

enchantresses enter the Palace with their lovers and their mischievous spirits, their 

presence creates the need for Silence, Discretion and Secrecy (Entrées 11-13). Part II is a 

catalogue of excess in love: the entrées build up by degrees from mere amorousness to 

folly and rage (Entrées 1-8), culminating in Orpheus’s destruction at the hands of the 

Bacchae. The entrées then revert to the catalogue of famous lovers (Entrées 9-11), this time 

building to a climax in Entrée 12 with the Chorus of Amorous Passion followed by the 

dance for Pluto and his Demons. Entrées 13 and 14 serve as a coda, conventionally 

resolving the ballet through the arrival of Hymen. In contrast to de Pure’s assertion that 

‘Celle qui finit n’a que faire avec celle qui doit commencer apres elle’ (p.241), eighteen out 

of twenty-seven entrées are explicitly linked to the previous entrée. In some cases, an action 

is followed by a reaction in the subsequent scene. For example, in Part I, Entrée 2, Spring 

chases away the Four Winds who danced in Entrée 1. Similarly, in Part I, Entrée 5, Cupid, 

Games, Laughter, Youth and Joy chase away Discord, Sadness, Fear and Jealousy who 

had tried in vain to enter Cupid’s palace in Entrée 4. Despite his contention that one entrée 

does not need to be connected to the next so long as they both fit the overall theme, de 

Pure praises this linking of entrées in ‘une espece d’anchaînement’ (p.242). However, he 

warns that such ‘Incidents’, which please audiences thanks to the element of surprise, 

need to be ‘bien preparez’ and ‘rendus comme naturels & inevitables’ (p243). There are 

also groups of entrées in Psyche 2 dedicated to particular motifs: for example, Entrées 6 and 

7 of Part I concern famous sorceresses and their entourage, while Entrées 4-6 of Part II 

deal with Mark Antony’s excessive spending. Thus, with its interconnecting micro-
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narratives and subthemes, Psyche 2 offers an intricate mosaic of complementary stories 

rather than a single, unified narrative. 

 

Communication in Dance 

Whether seeking to tell stories, illustrate a theme or present recognisable characters 

performing intelligible actions, court ballet creators faced the challenge of communicating 

in a non-verbal medium. The capacity of dance to transmit specific meanings has been the 

subject of extensive debate, as outlined by dance scholar Arianna Fabbricatore (2018:1):  

Aussi dans l’histoire de la pensée occidentale, un discours théorique s’est 

développé soutenant ou informant la légitimité du langage du corps et par la 

même occasion la capacité de la danse à communiquer autant que la parole. La 

danse, que peut-elle exprimer? Peut-elle raconter? Est-elle intelligible, traduisible? 

Est-elle un langage à l’instar du verbal?  

Clearly, if the objective is the enactment of a narrative, as in the nineteenth-century story 

ballet, then non-verbal expression might present a challenge. Selma Jean Cohen (1983: 18) 

sums up the difficulties of dramatizing a narrative in the absence of consensus between 

performers and audience about dance’s system of signs: ‘The ballerina wants to say: “You 

are a prince and I am a peasant, and because our society forbids the mingling of classes, 

our romance is doomed, and you know it.” Can any dance style serve her needs?’ In court 

ballet, however, as already established in this chapter, dramatic narrative is not 

necessarily the main objective. Creators of ballets de cour were equally concerned with 

communicating the theme, the allegory and the political message, as well as ensuring that 

the action within entrées and the connections between them were comprehensible to 

audiences.  

 

Early modern commentators questioned whether it was possible for dance to be a fully 

transparent and expressive language. De Pure describes ballet as ‘une representation 

muette, ou les gestes & les mouvemens signifient ce qu’on pourroit exprimer par des 

paroles’ (p.210). The body, he argues, has the capacity to rival speech: ‘Pourveu qu’il se 

puisse passer de toute sorte de paroles: qu’il rende intelligible son silence: […] Qu’il ne 

parle que des pieds & des mains; Que ses gestes & ses mouvemens dechiffrent & 
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developent tous les mysteres du dessein, il a satisfait à tous ses devoirs’ (p.214). 

Menestrier declares that there is nothing in nature, mythology, history, novels, poetry or 

the imagination that cannot be expressed in dance (p.54). According to de Pure (p.215), 

the Ancients were so well-versed in the art of silent communication that ‘sans aucun 

besoin de Truchement ils faisoient lire dans leurs actions & dans leur danse, leurs desseins 

& leurs pensées, comme s’ils eussent usé de la voix & des paroles’. Moreover, court ballet 

was a visual medium: anything that could not be expressed through steps, characters and 

other ‘Jeus du Spectacle’ had no place in ballet (p.210). This appears to signal a 

recognition that there were in fact limits to purely somatic and visual communication. 

 

Although the ideal was a completely transparent dance language, theorists recognised the 

need for the devices used in most court ballet productions —livrets, vers pour les 

personages, récits — to ensure spectators could decipher what was happening on stage. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, if livrets were distributed to spectators before the performance, 

they served as aids to comprehension by announcing the characters to appear in each 

entrée, sometimes with the addition of a one-line description. The livret for Psyche 2 offers 

brief outlines not just of the contents of each entrée, but, in some cases, its significance in 

relation to the overarching theme of ‘la puissance de l’amour’. Entrée 5, for example, is 

introduced with the following words: ‘Cupidon parest au milieu des Ieux, des Ris, de la 

Ieunesse, & de la Ioye: Les froides Deïtez disparessent à son abord, luy voyant, non-

seulement l’ardeur qu’il a d’ordinaire pour brusler les Amants, mais encore celle dont il 

est allumé luy-mesme pour la belle Psyché’ (pp.299-300). Saint-Hubert definitely favours 

such aides to comprehension: ‘I’approuue fort que l‘on face faire le discours de subiet du 

Ballet, soit en Prose, ou en Vers, pour estre ietté dans la salle auparavãt que de danser, 

afin d’en donner l’intelligence à la compagnie qui sans doute y prẽdra plus de plaisir en le 

voyant danser’ (p.11). The vers pour les personnages could also help to clarify the action on 

stage, but that was not their only function. They constrained the understanding of 

spectators, on the one hand, by reinforcing the political message of ballets. However, they 

added additional layers of meaning, on the other, reminding spectators of the real-life 

identities of dancers, purveying court gossip, and embroidering on the themes of the 

ballet.  
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The poetic texts that formed the lyrics of the vocal music – récits, dialogues, choruses and 

other airs (songs) – provided additional tools of communication. (The music itself is 

discussed in 2.3 below.) Depending on the ballet, a récit might announce the arrival of a 

fictional personage, explain the actions occurring on stage, comment on the entrées, or 

allow characters to describe the state of their feelings. De Pure contends that récits evolved 

to compensate for the shortcomings of dance as a mode of communication. He explains 

that the récit got its name ‘de ce que l’action muëte de soy, & qui a fait vœu & serment de 

garder le silence emprunte la voix du Recitateur, pour luy faire chanter ce qu’il n’oseroit 

dire, & pour lever tout l’embaras que la simple Dance pourroit causer à l’intelligence du 

Sujet’ (p.267). Menestrier also argues in favour of récits as an aid to comprehension 

(p.258). De Pure stresses that the function of the récit is to supplement the truncated, 

imperfect or ambiguous expression of the dance, and not to provide opportunities for 

singing ‘des choses extravagantes, & qui ne marquent rien du Sujet’ (pp.267-69). Whether 

or not court ballets could include speech as well as, or instead of, singing, is an issue of 

contention for recent scholars. Saint-Hubert’s comment on this topic suggests that the 

inclusion of speech was definitely a possibility: ‘Les vns aprouue & les autres non d’y 

parler; pour moy ie dis qu’il se faut assujetir au subiet, & que s’il est besoin d’y parler 

pour le rendre plus beau, ou plus boufon, qu’il le faut faire sans contredit’ (p.24). He then 

mentions that the duc de Nemours, a renowned organiser of spectacles during the reign 

of Louis XIII, had sometimes directed performers to speak in his ballets. As always, 

appropriateness to the theme is the determining factor. 

 

In the Psyche ballets, the role of poetry in récits and other airs is complex: it is not there 

simply to explain what is going on in the dancing. Some of the lyrics and music for Psyche 

1 have been lost, but from the livret it would appear that there were at least three sung 

components. The first of these, a dialogue between Venus and Cupid, provides the 

exposition (mortals have been worshipping Psyche instead of Venus) and sets the action 

of the ballet in motion (Venus commands Cupid to punish Psyche): creators may have felt 

an exchange in song could communicate these essential plot points more clearly than a 

danced entrée. The second, Cupid’s récit, begins as a description of the god of Love’s 

emotions following his first encounter with Psyche, and then becomes an encomium to 

the sovereign (see Chapter 4). The third vocal component is the Concert of the Gods, a 

suite of airs proclaiming the glory of the king. Song lyrics in Psyche 1 are therefore used 
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both to enact the narrative, and to sing the combined praises of the love object and the 

monarch. In Psyche 2, récits for Constancy and Glory open each half of the ballet. They 

provide a commentary on the entrées to follow, with Constancy warning against fickleness 

in love, and Glory asserting that the power of love extends even to kings. As well as 

discussing different facets of love in accordance with the ballet’s overarching theme, these 

récits allude particularly to the amorous adventures of the young Louis XIV (see Chapter 

4). In the sung dialogue between Zephyr and Flora in Entrée 2, the subject of their 

interchange, ‘ce Printemps amoureux’, refers simultaneously to Louis XIV, who may be 

‘in love’ in real life, and to springtime love as an allegory of political renewal. In other 

words, the song lyrics are used primarily to link the political message to the theme of the 

ballet. Psyche 2 also contains an Italian Concert sung to a poem by the Italian librettist and 

diplomat abbé Buti that embroiders on the ‘power of love’ theme (Part II, Entrée 12), in 

which Jealousy, Suspicion, Despair and Fear describe the pain of love and how it can 

suddenly turn to pleasure if love is returned. Thus, with the exception of the Venus-Cupid 

dialogue in Psyche 1, which dramatizes a key scene from the source text, the lyrics to the 

vocal music in the ballets de Psyché serve mainly to develop the themes and reinforce the 

political allegory. 

 

2.3 The Construction of Character: Imitation, Costume, Dance and Music 

Imitation 

According to seventeenth-century commentators, the ultimate objective of ballet de cour is 

a version of the Aristotelian concept of mimesis, usually translated into French as 

‘imitation’. Court ballet theorists do not employ this term to define an opposition between 

‘showing’ (mimesis) and ‘telling’ (diegesis), even though, as we have seen, the song lyrics 

can fulfil a diegetic function in explaining aspects of the plot or theme. Instead, ‘imitation’ 

defines the relationship of the spectacle to the external world. However, imitation in this 

context does not signify an endeavour to present ordinary, mundane reality: the 

association of mimesis with realism and social realism in drama only dates from the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. As Foster (1998: 14) observes, during the early 

modern period imitation constituted ‘the ostensible rationale for art’. Menestrier, for 

instance, insists that ‘le Ballet & l’action du Theatre sont des imitations comme le reste des 

Arts’ (p.3). In his Ars Poetica, Aristotle describes epic and tragic poetry, comedy and 
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dithyrambic poetry (poems in honour of Dionysus) as ‘forms of imitation or 

representation’ (Aristotle 1965: 31). He also includes dance among the arts of imitation: 

‘The imitative medium of dancers is rhythm alone, unsupported by music, for it is by the 

manner in which they arrange the rhythms of their movements that they represent men’s 

characters and feelings and actions’ (Aristotle 1965: 32). Menestrier follows Aristotle’s 

example, claiming that ‘C’est le propre de la Peinture, & du Ballet d’imiter & de 

representer’ (p.157), but does not explain exactly what he means by this, clearly believing 

the meanings of imiter and représenter to be self-evident. Imiter is defined in French 

dictionaries of the period, including Furetière (1690), as ‘copier’ and ‘prendre pour 

modèle’: Menestrier may therefore be suggesting that the ballet spectacle reproduces 

something pre-existant. Definitions of representer include ‘faire une image ou peinture 

d’un objet’, ‘tenir la place de quelqu’un’ and ‘faire connaitre quelque chose par quelques 

figures, par quelques marques’ (Furetière 1690); the purposes of theatrical dance could 

therefore include depicting, taking the place of, or symbolising something. Menestrier is 

more explicit about what ballet should imitate or represent. Again echoing Aristotle, he 

asserts that ‘ce sont les actions, les mœurs & les passions que l’on exprime en ces Dances 

figurées par les Cadences harmoniques, & les mouvemens reglez des gestes, des actions, 

& des figures’ (p.40, my italics). It is therefore human behaviour itself, in the form of 

actions, customs and feelings, that is imitated and represented on the ballet stage, 

according to Menestrier. 

 

Successful imitation could be achieved by respecting the rules of bienséance and 

vraisemblance, key concepts in French classicism potentially applicable to all the arts. 

Bienséance, sometimes also termed convenance or decorum, relates to ‘fitness’ or 

‘appropriateness’. It derives from precepts articulated by Aristotle and Cicero, and also by 

Horace. In his Ars Poetica (circa 12 to 8 BCE), the latter makes appropriateness a guiding 

principle applicable particularly to tragedy (Horace 1965). For Horace, as T. S. Dorsch 

explains (1965: 23),  

Every part and every aspect of the work must be appropriate to the nature of the 

work as a whole: the choice of subject in relation to the chosen genre, the 

characterisation, the form, the expression, the metre, the style, and tone; the poet 

must avoid the mixing of genres, the creation of characters who lack 
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verisimilitude, the excessive or improper use of the deus ex machina. Nor should 

anything revolting or unnatural be enacted on the stage.  

In French classical dramatic theory, bienséance was concerned in a similar way with both 

the internal logic of the subject and the consistency and credibility of its expression in 

dramatic form (The New Oxford Companion to Literature in French 1995). In the context of 

court ballet, bienséance described a desire for appositeness and expressivity: all elements of 

a ballet should suit the overarching subject; costumes, dance and music should clearly 

communicate the qualities of the characters portrayed. Bienséance also signified 

appropriateness to the context, and therefore implied the removal from court spectacle of 

anything deemed unseemly. As Menestrier expresses it, ‘Nos theatres ne doivent rien 

representer qui ne soit honnête & conforme aux bonnes mœurs’ (p.146). Erica Harth (1983: 

28) observes that ‘decorum came to fulfil a censoring function in seventeenth-century 

France; it meant conformity to certain standards of decency and morality’.  

 

Bienséance relates closely to the concept of vraisemblance (verisimilitude), whereby to be 

credible a portrayal must meet the expectations of spectators, that is, must conform to 

their preconceived notions. As Emmanuelle Hénin (2003: 435) explains, ‘La représentation 

n’est crédible que si elle s’inscrit dans l’horizon d’attente du spectateur, qui doit 

reconnaitre dans la fiction représentée son idée préexistante de la Grèce, d’Achille ou de la 

colère’. In addition, theatrical performance was conceived as having an intimate 

connection to mœurs, both in the sense of ‘social practices’ and of ‘moral values’. The 

depictions on the stage should conform to prevailing ideas about the external word and 

the behaviour and customs of human beings, mœurs being frequently paired with 

coutumes: a young man should not behave like an old man, a Frenchman like a Spaniard, a 

virtuous prince like a tyrant. Menestrier (p.160) envisages imitation as combining 

understanding of both the external world (mœurs) and inner feelings (affections de l’ame): 

‘Cette imitation des mœurs & des affections de l’ame est fondée sur les impressions que 

l’ame fait naturellement sur le corps, & sur le jugement que nous faisons des mœurs & des 

inclinations des personnes sur ces mouvemens exterieurs’. In this complex statement, 

Menestrier seems to suggest that both customs and emotions have an inner impact on the 

body that can be expressed in external movements whose accuracy may be judged by 

others. Furthermore, there was a shared belief among dramatic theorists that theatre had a 

moral purpose: it should encourage bonnes mœurs and discourage mauvaises mœurs. For 
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example, D’Aubignac (2001: 442–43) asserts that ‘comme la Poésie Dramatique est 

l’Imitation des action humaines, elle ne les imite que pour les enseigner’. Love of virtue 

and hatred of vice could, and should, be instilled in spectators ‘par la seule connaissance 

des choses représentées’. De Pure had similar aspirations for ballet: ‘On y represente ce 

qui peut servir, ou d’exemple pour le faire imiter, ou d’avertissement pour le faire fuir: & 

dont la beauté ou la laideur peuuent fortifier dans la volonté du Spectateur l’amour ou la 

haine que les belles Ames doivent avoir pour la vertu ou pour le vice’ (p.211). It is difficult 

to discern any moral intent of this nature behind the Psyche ballets. Psyche 2 offers 

cautionary tales of excessive love leading to profligacy, rage and madness (see Chapter 3), 

which could be construed as warnings to stay on the virtuous path of moderation, but this 

is undermined by the ribald humour and relaxed attitude to sexual morality in the vers 

pour les personnages. Psyche 1 contains allusions to the battle between good and evil, but, as 

discussed in Chapter 4, these serve the royal propaganda message rather than the moral 

edification of spectators. 

 

Characters 

At its core, court ballet spectating involved watching and identifying a series of costumed 

characters. As in a procession or royal entry, much of the entertainment value of a ballet 

derived from witnessing a succession of new and diverse fictional beings and 

appreciating both the appositeness and splendour of their attire. To say that the Psyche 

ballets and other ballets de cour were visual spectacles is to underplay the intense visuality 

of the experience. Scipion de Gramont alludes to this in reference to Psyche 1: ‘Ce ballet fut 

tres-beau, tãt pour la diuersité des scenes & represẽtatiõs, que pour la richesse des habits 

qui estoient fort superbes’ (p.153). Once characters had made their appearance, been 

recognised by the audience, and danced in a manner suited to the role, they had fulfilled 

their function; they then needed to exit the stage to be replaced by other characters so the 

process could be repeated. As Menestrier explains, ‘Rarement une méme personne paroist 

deux fois dans le Ballet, à moins qu’elle ne change d’habit, parce qu’étant un personnage 

muet, on ne sçauroit pourquoi elle revient sur la Scene’ (pp.291–92). A ‘personage muet’ 

was required first and foremost to communicate his or her own identity. A second 

appearance therefore made no sense because ‘quand le personnage paroît une seconde 

fois, il n’exprime rien de nouveau quant à la figure’, figure meaning ‘character’ in this 

instance. Clearly, Menestrier’s disapproval of reappearances was only relevant to ballets à 
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entrées, and could not apply to ballets mélodramatiques. In Psyche 1, Cupid, Venus, Psyche 

and her sisters all reappear in different scenes: without this it would have been impossible 

to dramatize Apuleius’s narrative. In Psyche 2, however, characters do not make second 

appearances after exiting the stage. Although performers including Louis XIV, Philippe 

d’Anjou and the Marquis de Genlis dance in various entrées, they never play the same role 

twice. Even the dancers playing Cupid and Psyche have only two entrées respectively in 

which to impersonate their characters. Thus, there is no requirement in this type of ballet 

either for character development or the enactment of an evolving relationship. 

 

Much of the enjoyment derived from court ballet came from the pleasure of recognition 

produced by accurate imitation. As Menestrier expresses it, ‘La grace de la nouveauté fait 

l’admiration, & la justesse de l’imitation, fait le plaisir’ (p.46). If audiences could not 

recognise the characters, then the ballet ceased to imitate anything, and was therefore, 

according to de Pure, nothing more than ‘une convulsion du Maistre & du Danceur, […] 

une bizarerie sans esprit, & sans dessein, […] qui ne signifient rien’ (p.251). Theorists laid 

great stress on the need for characters to be identifiable by the audience. For example, 

Saint-Hubert deplores the tendency for performers to enter carrying their props – ‘leurs 

espées, leurs paniers, & leurs crochets’ –, only to put them aside so as not to be 

incommoded by them while they dance (p.15). Props were vital to spectators’ recognition 

in that they signalled characters’ professions: soldiers fought with their swords, farmers 

carried produce to market in baskets and porters used their long staffs, or crochets, like 

walking sticks as they carried goods on their backs. Without props, Saint-Hubert 

suggests, one would have to attach a sign to their backs in order for spectators to 

recognise them; and without recognition, there can be no imitation and therefore no 

pleasure for the audience.  

 

In creating identifiable characters according to the principles outline above, the aim was 

to express the essential nature of the persons, professions, abstractions or other entities 

portrayed, as specified by cultural and theatrical norms. Menestrier attributes to Plato the 

injunction to imitate the nature of things ‘en exprimât leurs proprietés les plus 

essentielles’ (p.44). This essentialising tendency is most obvious in the personifications of 

abstract ideas such as Constancy and Glory (Psyche 2) and the many génies (spirits) of 
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particular phenomena: Psyche 1 features les Génies d’amour (Spirits of Love); in Le Ballet des 

plaisirs (1657), Louis XIV was to play le Génie de la danse (the Spirit of the Dance). The 

encapsulation of quintessential characteristics is also evident in the use of ‘types’. The 

Psyche ballets, for example, make use of stock characters, many recognisable from 

previous ballets, plays and operas, such as mythological gods (Venus, Cupid, Neptune, 

Pluto), dancing troupes (nymphs, tritons, winds, gladiators), figures from folklore (esprits 

follets), national stereotypes (Hyperboreans, Moorish slaves) and members of particular 

professions (painters, musicians, parfumiers, gladiators).  

 

The conventionalised nature of characterisation is clearly evident in Scipion de Gramont’s 

description of the opening entrée of Psyche 1: ’sur vn lict de roses & de lis, estoit couchee 

vne Venus’ (p.150, my italics). It is not Venus, but a Venus, who reclines in her chariot, the 

assumption being that anyone reading the livret, including Anne of Austria to whom it is 

addressed, will know exactly how Venus should look and act, and what she represents 

symbolically. Her accoutrements are an important aspect of her theatrical representation: 

she makes her entrance in ‘vn char tout doré, garny de grands bouquets en pennache, 

tres-industrieusemẽt elabourez, & par les costez estofé d’vne grãde quantité de gaze d’or’ 

(p.150). This golden chariot, pulled by swans, is a conventional accessory in images of the 

goddess listed in mythological manuals such as Cartari’s Les Images des dieux anciens, 

translated into French by Antoine du Verdier in 1581 (Cartari 1581: Autre table contenant 

les portraits des dieux et déesses). Imitation in this context entailed the impersonation of a 

fixed, unchanging persona, corresponding to an essentialist view of character: as Saint-

Hubert remarks, ‘Mars n’est pas moins Dieu de la guerre lors qu’il se repose dans le sein 

de Venus, que quand il tonne au millieu des Batailles’ (p.4). It follows, therefore, that 

characterisation should not alter from the beginning to the end of the entrée ‘puis que l’on 

represente à la fin ce que l’õ representoit au commencement’ (p.14). There is no place for 

variation when portraying an archetype. Saint-Hubert does, however, make an important 

qualification to the requirement for consistency of character: ‘& à moins-que d’vne 

Metamorphose’. 

 

Certain entrées in the Psyche productions are immediately recognisable from other ballets. 

For example, the dance for Tritons and Nereids is a court ballet staple found in numerous 

productions from Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581) onwards. In Psyche 2, the arrival of a 
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succession of characters at Cupid’s palace corresponds to a common court ballet format in 

which diverse figures come to pay their respect at the court of a deity or monarch. For 

example, in Le Ballet des fées de la forêt de Saint Germain (1625), a succession of distinctive 

fairies visit the court of France, and in Le Ballet des Muses (1666), the Muses come to pay 

homage to artistic achievement under Louis XIV. In Psyche 2, the presence of particular 

characters can be justified by the fact that they are coming to serve Cupid, as exemplified 

by the enchantresses Alcina, Armida, Medea and Circe who have come to the Palace ‘pour 

y seruir l’Amour par la force de leurs charmes’ (p.306). However, as Chapter 4 

demonstrates, the conventional characters embodied by Louis XIV (The Spring, a 

Mischievous Spirit, Pluto) and his brother, Philippe d’Anjou (Talestris, Hymen), were 

carefully framed by the vers pour les personnages to accord precisely with the monarchy’s 

propaganda objectives of the moment. In other words, the figures of myth and folklore 

could be adapted to meet the demands of the present. 

 

There is a marked tension in early modern dance theory between the need to respect 

convention and the requirement for novelty. Menestrier asserts that ‘la grace de la 

nouveauté fait l’admiration’ (p.46), while de Pure wants to guarantee ‘les plaisirs de la 

surprise, qui sont les plus doux que donne le Spectacle’ (p.227). Saint-Hubert states that if 

ballet-makers can create entrées and costumes never previously employed, ‘cela enrichira 

bien vostre Ballet, Et rendra vostre inuention plus admirable’ (pp.7-9). However, if the 

subject demands entrées for characters commonly found in court ballet such as ‘des 

Suisses, des Turcs, ou des Damoiselles’ (p.8), creators should not hesitate to include them 

despite their lack of novelty. Suitability for the subject must always be the determining 

factor. Enjoyment of the unexpected, of the novelty and variety stipulated by theoreticians, 

worked in tandem with appreciation of the expected, that is the recognition of archetypes 

whose conventional forms made them acceptable and credible. 

 

Costume 

Costumes, props and masks were arguably the most important aspects of characterisation 

in court ballet in that they provided the first opportunity for spectators to identify the 

dramatis personae. As Menestrier remarks, ‘comme le Ballet n’a que des Acteurs muets, il 

faut que leurs habits parlent pour eux’ (p.250). Badly designed costumes and props could 
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ruin a ballet, according to de Pure: ‘si les habits sont mal ordonnez, il est impossible que 

les Entrées expriment bien ce qu’elles doivent exprimer, & que le Spectateur y ait le plaisir 

qu’il pourroit prendre’ (p.287). To aid recognition, Saint-Hubert insists that groups of 

dancers representing the same characters should be dressed with absolute uniformity, as 

any differences in dress might confuse spectators. Menestrier advises ballet-makers to 

follow convention for those costumes and props ‘que l’usage a tellement determinées 

qu’elles ne laissent rien à inventer’ (p.139). Mythological characters had standard 

costumes, props, headdresses and masks derived originally from mythological manuals 

and reinforced by repeated theatrical use, as well as through portrayal in other arts. 

Menestrier specifies that Saturn is always represented with his scythe, Mercury with his 

wings and winged sandals, his broad-brimmed headdress and his caduceus (wand), 

Apollo with his lyre and his crown of laurels or sunrays. De Pure (p.291) observes that ‘ce 

seroit une lourde & grossiere faute de faire le Masque de Bachus aussi doux & aussi 

tendre que celuy de l’Amour ou de Venus’. As always, bienséance and vraisemblance are the 

guiding principles determining every aspect of a character’s appearance.  

 

The lavishness of costumes and accoutrements was not just important to the visual 

spectacle, but could also have a symbolic function. While the use of fine fabrics, 

embroidery, sequins, jewels and gold or silver thread was to be expected in large-scale 

royal ballets, the rules of appropriateness and verisimilitude still applied, as Saint-Hubert 

(p.18) points out: ‘Les Habits des Ballets ne seroient estre trop beaux, pourueu qu’ils 

soient faicts suiuant le subiet’. Beautiful stage attire could convey physical beauty and 

nobility of rank. In Psyche 1, Psyche is simply described as ‘superbement vestuë’ (p.151): 

given that this role is likely to have been played by a man wearing a mask, beautiful 

female attire becomes the main signifier of the character’s unparalleled feminine beauty. 

The magnificent clothes and jewels worn by the queen and her ladies in waiting, meriting 

nine lines of description in the livret, connote not only female beauty, but also elevated 

status and affiliation to an elite group, as discussed in Chapter 4. The costumes for 

characters of lesser rank, however, needed to strike a balance between what was credible 

and what was appropriate in a theatrical context. Saint-Hubert (p.19) argues that the 

degree of lavishness should suit the role, observing that ‘Il seroit ridiculle de voir vn 

Vigneron vestu en broderie, & vn Gentilhomme vestu de toille’. Theorists were not 
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advocating absolute realism in stage dress, however. De Pure (p.289) favours 

embellishments such as silver walking sticks for old men and gilded armour for soldiers, 

while Saint-Hubert contends that a dancing cook should not have ‘vn habit & vne 

seruiette grasse, qui feroit mal au cœur à la compagnie’ (p.19). Realistic details that might 

increase the credibility of characters must be sacrificed to ensure the visual appeal of the 

spectacle and pander to the delicate sensibilities of a courtly audience. 

 

According to theatre historian Anne Surgers (2010: 113), most ballet costumes consisted of 

the same basic structure, to which other elements were added either as embellishments or 

as signifiers of a character’s identity. The typical male costume was inspired by the dress 

of mythological gods and Roman emperors, as depicted in painting, sculpture and other 

artifacts since the Renaissance. It comprised a plumed helmet or headdress, a short-

sleeved tunic that came down to mid-thigh, sometimes with a cape attached to the 

shoulders, and often covered by a breastplate. Strips of fabric called ‘lambrequins’ were 

attached to the shoulders and also hung down from the waist. As Surgers explains (2010: 

113), ‘Dans l’Antiquité, la fonction des lambrequins était de protéger les articulations des 

épaules et des hanches, tout en permettant leur mobilité’. Dancers wore soft shoes that 

covered the foot to the ankle, inspired by the footwear supposedly worn by actors in 

antiquity. An example of this can be seen in the costumes for Louis XIII and gentlemen of 

the court as Godefroy de Bouillon and his knights in Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud 

(1617) – see Appendix 1, Figure 1. Ballet dress for men had evolved somewhat by the 

reign of Louis XIV: the doublet became shorter but retained its breastplate, and its sleeves 

were cut at the elbow to show the shirt underneath; the lambrequins became silk ribbons or 

other trimmings at the shoulders and waist; the ‘haut de chausses’ (breeches) became the 

skirt-like ‘rhingrave’. This is illustrated in Appendix 1, Figure 2, a costume design for 

Louis XIV in the role of War in Les Nopces de Pélée et de Thétis (1654). As Surgers observes 

(2010: 115), this theatrical attire, made fashionable by Louis XIV, became the model for 

gentlemanly dress offstage as well as onstage from around 1665 until the 1680s.  

 

Typical female ballet dress consisted of a stiff bodice or boned corset that came to a point 

at the waist, double-puffed or floating sleeves, and an overskirt that opened to reveal a 

series of underskirts (Christout 2005: 170). The costume usually had a deep décolleté and 
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was decorated with embroidery, tassels, trimmings, ruffs and lace cuffs. Female dancers 

had to perform their steps in long skirts, sometimes adorned with a train, ‘coutume 

pudique qui entravera longtemps l’évolution de la technique féminine’ (Christout 2005: 

170). An early example of women’s costume can be seen in Appendix 1, Figure 3, which 

depicts ladies of the French court performing a danse géométrique in 1573; Figure 4 depicts 

another example of female ballet dress, this time from the 1680s. Male dancers cross-cast 

in female roles wore an adapted version of feminine attire with shorter skirts ending at 

the calf, higher necks and long sleeves (Christout 2005: 170). This allowed for greater 

freedom of movement and hid masculine chests and arms. The costumes of cross-dressed 

performers therefore constituted ‘a third sartorial category’, according to Prest (2006: 81): 

‘The biological sex of the performer (a man may reveal his legs) thus takes precedence 

over the gender of the assumed role (a woman may not)’. Wigs and masks were essential 

elements of court ballet costumes for men in both male and cross-cast roles, but women 

did not always wear masks (Christout 2005: 170), presumably because the display of 

feminine beauty was integral to female performance, as discussed in Chapter 3. 

 

Unfortunately, no costume designs for the Psyche ballets appear to have been preserved, 

with the possible exception of a pen and ink drawing attributed to Psyche 1 by McGowan. 

The court gazette, La Muze historique, asserts that the twenty-six entrées of Psyche 2 are ’De 

brillans habits illustrées’, but there are no details in the livret about what characters 

actually wore. The dearth of information may be due to the fact that the costumes 

conformed to established theatrical practice and were therefore not thought to warrant 

description. Menestrier’s instructions on the correct dress for typical ballet roles (pp.254-7) 

provide some insight, however. He specifies, for example, that ‘l’habit du Printemps doit 

être vert semé de fleurs avec une couronne de roses’ (p.254), thus offering a plausible 

image of Louis XIV’s apparel as Spring. He adds that ‘L’Amour doit paroistre vêtu de 

couleur de roses semé de cœurs enflâmez, les yeux voilez, l’arc en main, la trousse sur le 

dos’ (p.256), thereby suggesting possible attire for Cupid in both Psyche ballets. An 

example of costumes for Esprits Follets (Mischievous Spirits), as danced by Louis XIV in 

Part I, Entrée 7, can be seen in Appendix 1, Figure 7. 
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The livret for Psyche 1 offers a brief sketch of the costumes of selected characters, and a 

much lengthier description of the attire of Juno and the goddesses, as discussed in 

Chapter 4. The Hyperboreans are ‘vestus a la Sclauonne, avec des haches & des massuës’ 

(p.151), that is wearing what was thought to be the typical dress of Slavic people. Court 

ballets dealt exclusively in national stereotypes and repeated these from ballet to ballet, so 

costumes ‘a la Sclauonne’ may have been immediately recognisable to audiences. Many of 

the costumes in Psyche 1 appear to provide concrete realisations of essential qualities. For 

example, the attire of the Nereids indicates their origins in the sea: they are ‘vestuës de 

robbes perses, & coiffees d’algue’ (p.152), perse being a shade of blue (Furetière 1690). In 

Psyche 1, as in many other ballets, it was considered bienséant and vraisemblable to 

incorporate the musicians fully into the ballet by costuming them as Tritons and then as 

the gods of Olympus (p.152). Thus, by integrating the music into the fiction, incongruity 

in dress was avoided and credibility was supposedly enhanced. 

 

The outfits of the little boys in the Ballet des Vents are described in the livret as visual 

incarnations of the physical properties of the wind: ‘Entrerent dans la salle huict petits 

garçons vestus de plumes, ayans des aisles aux coudes, à la teste, au dos, & aux tallons’ 

(p.151). Feathers and wings, the conventional accoutrements for theatrical winds, 

represented lightness, airiness and movement across the sky. McGowan (1986: 19–20) 

identifies a pen and ink drawing from the studio of Daniel Rabel as a costume sketch for 

the Winds in Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché. Daniel Rabel was a major 

designer of costumes for royal spectacles during the reign of Louis XIII, notably the 

fantastical designs for the burlesque ballet, Le Ballet royal du grand bal de la douairière de 

Billebahaut (1626). The sketch attributed to Psyche 1 is presented in a collection of pen and 

ink drawings from his studio dating from 1614 to 1634 (McGowan 1986). Labelled ‘4 

Vents’, it depicts a boyish figure with puffed-out cheeks blowing air through his mouth 

 – see Appendix 1, Figure 5. Miniature faces blowing air are also incorporated as a 

decorative motif into his blue and white costume at shoulders and waist, and on his 

headdress. The drawing has two sets of annotations in different handwriting. One says 

‘par tout papilottes sans gaze’ (everywhere puffs without gauze). The second, which has 

been crossed out, reads ‘Culottes de satin blue et blanc de la Chine avecq bouillons 

(swags) de satin bleu et blanc de la Chine’. The same person has also written ‘frizures de 
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plumes et papilottes’, indicating that the headdress was to be made with puffs and 

feathers. McGowan (1986: 19) acknowledges that the pen and ink drawing does not 

correspond to the description of the Winds’ attire in the livret, quoted above. The different 

annotations suggest that this costume was adapted or redesigned, either for a later reprise 

of Psyche 1, or for reuse in a different ballet. Alternatively, this sketch may have been 

wrongly attributed to Psyche 1 – it is labelled ‘Four Winds’ when the livret specifies that 

eight little boys dance the Ballet des Vents. However, what the feathery garments of the 

livret and the wind-blowing motif in Figure 5 have in common is the attempt to denote the 

dynamic qualities of wind in a concrete, visually explicit manner.4 

 

Dance 

The second essential component of court ballet characterisation was provided by the 

dancing. Very little information is offered in the Psyche livrets about either 

choreographers or choreography.5 In the livret for Psyche 1 (p.153), de Gramont credits the 

same artists who worked on Tancrède with the creation of the queen’s ballet. This means 

that the danced entrées were arranged by Jacques de Belleville, ballet master to Louis XIII 

as well as violinist, lutenist and composer. In the case of Psyche 2, the livret does not 

specify the choreographer. Pierre Beauchamp, who is credited as a dancer in three entrées, 

went on to become chief choreographer of large-scale royal ballets for Louis XIV, 

becoming chancelier of the Académie royale de danse in 1680. He is believed to have 

created the dances for Le Ballet de la galanterie du temps, a mascarade danced by Louis XIV 

from 3 February 1656 onwards, in between performances of Psyche 2 (‘Opéra Baroque : le 

magazine de l’opéra’ [n.d.]). It is conceivable, therefore, that Pierre Beauchamp may have 

had a hand in composing the dances for the 1656 ballet de Psyché. 

 

 
4 McGowan (1986) attributes two other costume drawings to the 1619 Ballet de Psyché: one is 

untitled and shows a male figure in a floaty overskirt decorated with flowers; the other is a female 

figure labelled ‘Amour Celeste’. Because neither of these are recognisable from either character or 

costume descriptions in the livret, I am unsure why these have been associated with this ballet. 

The terms ‘choreographer’ and ‘choreography’ were not in regular use when the Psyche ballets 

were performed. They are employed here as modern shorthand for ‘dancing masters’ and ‘the 

arranging of dances’. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lute
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The scarcity of information about the dances in the Psyche ballets corresponds to a dearth 

of evidence for court ballet choreography more generally. However, research carried out 

by Rebecca Harris-Warwick and Carol G. Marsh (1994) offers invaluable clues for the 

dance scholar. The choreography for the entirety of Le Mariage de la Grosse Cathos, a 

mascarade performed in Versailles in 1688, has been preserved in Favier notation (see 

Chapter 1) and painstakingly decoded by Harris-Warwick and Marsh, making it unique 

in French dance spectacle. Although by 1688 court ballet itself had faded out as a distinct 

genre due to the increasing professionalisation of theatrical dance, later productions 

preserved many of its traditions, thus making Le Mariage de la Grosse Cathos a possible 

template for aspects of choreography in the Psyche productions and other ballets de cour. 

By combining these findings and research by scholars on other court ballets with a 

detailed scrutiny of any clues provided in the Psyche livrets, it is possible to build up a 

partial picture of the choreography for the ballets de Psyché. 

 

The steps used in court ballets are believed to have derived originally from those used in 

ballroom dances. Georgie Durosoir’s research into the dance music for Le Ballet de Tancrède 

(2004: 64) would suggest that the theatrical version of these dances was characterised by 

relatively simple rhythms, ‘simplicité adéquate à une musique fonctionnelle, support d’une 

danse collective qui doit être apprise rapidement’. Lecomte points out (2014: 89) that at the 

beginning of the seventeenth century a style called ‘basse danse’ predominated in European 

courts. As she explains, ‘il faut entendre “basse danse” dans le sens de “danse près du sol”, 

c’est-à-dire dont les mouvements sont réalisés en glissant et en marchant’. This style of 

dancing had been the preserve of the elite since the beginning of the fifteenth century. 

However, from the mid-sixteenth century onwards, a new style termed ‘haute danse’ 

became increasingly popular both in balls and theatrical dance. This technique privileged 

elevation and technical virtuosity: ‘Aux pas marchés, glissés […] s’adjoignent désormais 

une série de pirouettes ainsi que toute une gamme de pas sautés et battus’ (Lecomte 2014: 

90). This was also the basis of early seventeenth-century choreography. The dance of the 

Winds in Psyche 1 might well have involved some measure of haute danse, while the final 

geometric dance of the goddesses would no doubt have been performed in the more 

dignified basse danse style. Ballet steps continued to evolve and absorb new influences over 

time. However, Christout (2005: 165) discerns a continuity in the development of dance 
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technique over time, even though ballet absorbed new influences. Referring to the dancing 

style of Louis XIV’s reign, she asserts that ‘le vocabulaire de base est sensiblement le même, 

semble-t-il, que sous Louis XIII; il intègre des pas issus du folklore français et d’influence 

espagnole mais il s’est affiné, anobli’. Many of the techniques and traditions of court ballet 

would later carry over into late seventeenth- and eighteenth-century opéra-ballets. 

 

Particular dance rhythms served specific functions in court ballets. For example, the 

rhythms of the stately step-based dance, the pavane, were often used for the entrances of 

gods, goddesses, kings and queens (Harris-Warrick and Marsh 1994: 49). This dance style 

might therefore have served for the entrance of Venus, and of the Queen/Juno and the 

goddesses, in Psyche 1. Livelier dances, such as the gaillarde and the gigue, might have 

formed the basis of ‘haute danse’ used in comic scenes, for example the ‘Mome Bouffon 

des Dieux’ in Psyche 2 (Part II, Entrée 2). The little girls portraying the Hours in the 

penultimate entrée of Psyche 2 (Part II, Entrée 13) are described by Loret in La Muze 

historique (1656) as dancing a sarabande, a lively Spanish dance with Arabic influences very 

popular in French court spectacle. Dance technique could also vary according to the 

entrée: Christout (2005: 164) notes the increasing prominence of the elegantly turned-out 

toe (‘l’en dehors’) in more serious dances, which contrasts with the turned-in foot (‘l’en 

dedans’) in comic dances. Examples of the former can be seen in Figures 1, 2 and 4 of 

Appendix 1, whereas in Figure 6 some of the dancers display the inverted limbs and 

angular movements of a ‘grotesque’ (comic) entrée. The ‘Mome Bouffant des Dieux’ and 

the danse for ‘six insensez’ in Part II, Entrée 2 of Psyche 2, although performed nearly forty 

years later, may well have retained elements of earlier grotesque dancing. 

 

It is notable that the danced entrées in both Psyche ballets consist entirely of group dances. 

There are no solos or duets, although Psyche does perform in a trio with her sisters 

(Entrée 3) and with Juno and Ceres (Entrée 10). In some cases, the groups consist of a 

principal figure at the head of a retinue, for example Juno and Goddesses (Psyche 1); 

Spring and Nymphs, Talestris and Amorous Amazons, Neptune and Tritons, Pluto and 

Demons and Themis and Hours (Psyche 2). In others, these dances are performed by 

leaderless troupes – Hyperboreans, Winds, Spirits of Love and Nereids in Psyche 1; 

Winds, Painters, Musicians, Perfumiers, Mischievous Spirits, Gladiators, Bacchae, 
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Hunters and Elements in Psyche 2. Illustrations in livrets for other works and the evidence 

of Le Mariage de la Grosse Cathos (Harris-Warrick and Marsh 1994: 62) suggest that 

dancing-masters often favoured symmetry in their arrangement of groups of dancers. 

This is exemplified by the positioning of Godefroy de Bouillon and his Knights in 

Appendix 1, Figure 1. However, it is notable that even within an ordered symmetrical 

arrangement, a degree of variety could be achieved, as demonstrated in Figure 7, where 

the varied postures of the dancers on the floor contrast with the more regular symmetry 

of the dancers in the clouds above them. The notation for Le Mariage de la Grosse Cathos 

also reveals that ‘the greater the number of dancers, the more complex the figures and the 

simpler the steps. Conversely, the smaller the number of dancers, the simpler the figures 

and the more technically demanding the steps’ (Harris-Warrick and Marsh 1994: 65). If 

this was also the case in earlier court ballets, then the Grand Ballet at the end of Psyche 1 

involving seventeen dancers is likely to have had more complex figures (floor patterns) 

but simpler steps than, say, Psyche’s dance with her sisters. Similarly, the final entrée of 

Psyche 2 (Part II, Entrée 14), in which Philippe d’Anjou as Hymen dances with twelve 

ladies playing the Pleasures, would probably have placed more emphasis on patterning of 

dancers and less on virtuosity than a dance such as the one for three Painters in Part I, 

Entrée 6. 

 

One of the most important functions of dance in court ballet was to portray the essential 

aspects of a character. A great deal could be communicated to the audience through what 

McGowan (1963: 34) terms ‘la danse imitative’. McGowan characterises this as a manner 

of dancing ‘qui exigeait du danseur moins d’agilité, de virtuosité, que d’aisance à 

exprimer les passions de l’âme’. I would argue that, rather than expressing inner feelings, 

the primary function of imitative dance was to give bodily expression to the key 

characteristics of the role portrayed. This is evident in Menestrier’s division of the art of 

the dancer into three elements (p.158): portemens du corps (steps, gestures, postures); figures 

(groupings and floor patterns); and, significantly, expressions, that is the physical traits or 

movements conventionally associated with particular roles. He explains that ‘certains 

gestes ou mouvemens […] sont propres ou particuliers à certaines personnes; comme 

Vulcain étoit boiteux, Esope étoit bossu, Tiresias étoit aveugle’ (p.139). Saint-Hubert (p.12) 

also believed choreography should suit the role, instructing dancing masters not to ‘faire 
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dancer vn Vigneron ou vn porteur d’eau, en Caualier ou en Magicien’. Christout (2005: 

163) interprets this to mean that ‘les personnages sont nettement typés par une gestuelle 

codée’. Demons like those in Psyche 2, ‘gambadent et pirouettent’, according to Christout, 

while Games, Laughter, Youth and Joy ‘ont la démarche allègre, le port dégagé’. The 

typical gestures associated with activities such as painting or gladiatorial combat are 

therefore likely to have been transposed to the stage in Psyche 2. De Pure (pp.295–96) 

argues that performers should physically adapt themselves to the role and hide the 

person beneath the mask. He instructs them to disguise their real-life physical 

characteristics, such as a bent back, so that they cannot be recognised as themselves ‘Car 

la fin de l’Entrée n’est pas de vous representer, mais un Roy, un Dieu, une Nimphe, & 

autre chose semblable’. This injunction was not generally followed in practice, however: 

even if dancers attempted to embody their role, the gossip and innuendo in the vers pour 

les personnages, especially those penned by Benserade, ensured that performers’ real-life 

reputations were as present in the minds of spectators as the characters they played.  

 

Imitative dance serves multiple functions in the Psyche ballets. In places, it is employed to 

convey the essential properties of the different dramatis personae, for example in the 

‘Ballet des Hyperborees’, who are represented as essentially military: ‘Ils vindrent en deux 

escadres, & dancérent leur ballet auec des pas & mouuemens brusques à la soldade’ 

(p.151). Imitative dance is also alluded to in the livret’s description of the Winds, 

performed by a troupe of little boys ‘qui dancerent leur ballet en telle façon, qu’imitans la 

contrarieté des vents, ils se trouuoiết tousiours opposez de part & d’autre, chacun d’eux 

voulant auoir l’auantage d’emporter Psyché: ce qui les fit sortir tous huict’ (p.151). This 

suggests that wind-like qualities were conveyed through the interrelationship between 

dancers’ bodies and their movements in space, but these may also have been conveyed in 

posture, gesture and steps. In this example, the portrayal of character in dance is 

combined with storytelling: the winds vying with each other to transport Psyche to 

Cupid’s Palace reminds spectators of her ability to attract worshippers and advances the 

plot by bringing Cupid and Psyche together. The narrative is explicitly acted out in dance 

when Psyche is waited on by invisible servants. Unfortunately, the livret does not explain 

how Psyche’s inability to either hear the musicians or see the servants was communicated 
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in dance: this would no doubt have required clever choreography, as well as impressive 

physical and dramatic skills on the part of performers.  

 

Considerable emphasis was also placed on dance as a vehicle for the expression of 

emotion in seventeenth-century theoretical writing. Menestrier (p.41), for example, asserts 

that the movements of the body are ‘les Interpretes des Passions, & des sentimens 

interieurs’. De Pure (pp.250-51) alludes to the natural movements that escape from the 

body according to ‘les troubles & les diverses agitations de l’ame’ that communicate ‘les 

mouvemens interieurs que nous tâchons de cacher’. The dancing master must therefore 

ensure that this inner turmoil is convincingly translated into dance: a furious man must 

dance like one, as must a lover, an ill person or a sad person (p.250-25). Menestrier 

(pp.161-2) asserts that the expression of ‘les mouvemens du cœur & les affections de 

l’ame’ consitutes ‘le chef-d’œuvre de l’art’. To achieve this it is necessary to truly 

understand the nature of these emotions and how they reveal themselves physically. Love 

should be embodied in ‘empressements, & des tendresses, un visage doux & serein’, with 

‘contrainte’ in a burgeoning love, ‘hardiesse’ as love progresses and ‘transport’ in its full 

realization. In contrast, anger is depicted in violent motions with abrupt, stumbling, 

uneven steps: ‘Il faut battre du pied, aller par élancemens, menacer de la teste & des yeux, 

& de la main, & jetter des regards farouches & furieux’ (p.161). Fear is represented in steps 

that advance slowly and retreat rapidly, whereas those afflicted with sadness lower their 

heads and cross their arms, giving the impression that they are buried in their sorrow 

(p.162). Unfortunately, neither Psyche livret indicates whether these injunctions were born 

out in practice by the many lovers depicted in these works, or by the enraged Bacchae in 

Psyche 2. Menestrier also makes the astute observation (p.155) that while we might be 

horrified to see people in states of fury or despair engaging in violent actions like tearing 

out their hair or exhibiting signs of drunkenness in real life, we enjoy seeing these 

represented on the stage because of the pleasure associated with recognising an accurate 

imitation. 

 

There is some evidence in the livrets that dance was used to express emotion in the Psyche 

ballets. For example, when Cupid runs away from Psyche after her sisters have exposed 

his identity in Psyche 1, the heroine ‘fit des actions comme d’vne femme portée au 
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desespoir’ (p.152). In Psyche 2, the livret’s description of Cupid in Part I, Entrée 5 alludes to 

‘l’ardeur qu’il a d’ordinaire pour brusler les amants, mais encore celle dont il est allumé 

luy-mesme pour la belle Psyché’ (pp.299-300). It is not clear, however, whether the 

performer playing the role of Cupid expressed this emotion in dance in his entrée. There is 

a stronger indication, however, of emotion expressed through dance in Part II, Entrées 7 

and 8, in which, according to the livret, ‘les Bachantes, bien plus éprises de la fureur 

d’amour que de celle du vin, mettent Orphée en pieces, de rage de se voir refusées par 

luy’ (p.317). Unfortunately, no details are provided of the choreography for this group of 

Bacchae, who were all played by male professional dancers. Livret descriptions of other 

ballets suggest that, however comical a dance, however drunk, insane or infuriated the 

characters, there was an absolute imperative to move in time to the music. For example, in 

Le Ballet de Monsieur de Vendôme (1610), the evil enchantress and her nymphs, enraged at 

the breaking of their magic spell, perform a dance of rage and distress ‘regardant deça & 

delà, auec des gestes furieux, & menaçans d’vne façon altiere’ (Canova-Green 2010: 16). 

However, the livret’s anonymous author is quick to assure us that the movements of the 

head and of Alcine’s wand ‘s’accordoient à la cadence desdits instrumens’. Fifty years 

later, the same phenomenon can be observed in Le Ballet de la revente des habits (1660): ‘Six 

Yvrognes. […] s’estans enivrez sortent & dansant ensemble, chancellans souvent sans 

tomber ny sortir hors de cadence, tant ils ont parmy le vin l’oreille faite au son des 

Violons’ (Canova-Green 1997: 237; cited in Harris-Warrick and Marsh 1994: 55). This 

suggests that those driven to extreme behaviour by love in Psyche 2 – the ‘insensés’ and 

the Bacchae – would have kept absolute time to the music even when performing their 

dances of madness and rage. 

 

As Alison Calhoun (2016: 351) points out, it was perhaps inevitable that dance, as a visual 

and corporeal language, should be associated with the externalisation of inner feelings 

and impulses. McGowan (1963: 190), Hourcade (2002: 182) and Christout (2005: 149) all 

discern in seventeenth-century theorists’ preoccupation with les passions the seeds of the 

expressive dance and pantomime developed in the late eighteenth century by Noverre in 

his ballets d’action. While there may be some truth to this assumption, they appear to be 

overlooking the essentialising tendencies of ballet de cour. Noverre’s narrative works 

aimed to engage audiences very deeply with the fiction, or, as dance historian Jennifer 

Homans (2010: 76) expresses it, ’to draw people into a psychologically penetrating 
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dramatic world’. The dancer’s objective, according to Noverre (1807: 514), was to express 

their character’s inner feelings in order to ‘[faire] passer dans l’âme du spectateur les 

mouvements qui animent la sienne’. While emotional expression was sometimes a feature 

of court ballet, the aim was to enable audiences to derive pleasure from accurate 

imitations of the key characteristics of particular passions, rather than to elicit empathy 

and move audiences. Psyche 2 is entirely focused on the emotion of love, but rather than 

concentrating on the love story of Cupid and Psyche it offers groups of dancing 

archetypes that illustrate different aspects of amorous relations – from pleasure, 

sensuality and desire to pain and madness. As Elleström (2019: 121) observes, 

‘Representing emotions […] is not the same as evoking emotions: a listener can perceive 

that a piece of music represents happiness without becoming happy herself’. This 

statement could serve as a summary of the aesthetic of the Psyche ballets: representation 

in this context involves the illustration and encapsulation of archetypal situations, 

characters and affective states, without necessarily engaging audiences emotionally or 

eliciting empathy. 

 

Music 

Music constitutes the third element in the creation of credible characters. In addition to 

the visual spectacle, the Psyche ballets offered a rich auditory experience thanks to the 

highly skilled musicians of the royal household. Two main groups of court musicians 

took part in ballets: the Musique de la Chambre, who generally performed at indoor 

events, and the Musique de la Grande Écurie, normally concerned with outdoor playing 

for military purposes or royal pageantry. The third division of the king’s musical 

establishment, the Musique de la Chapelle Royale, played and sang at religious 

ceremonies. One of the most important groupings within the Musique de la Chambre 

were the Violons du Roi, known as the Vingt-quatre Violons du Roi from 1926 onwards, 

whose duties included performing the dance music for ballets and other theatrical 

performances (Anthony 1997: 21). They were not all violin players, however, as Anthony 

explains (1997: 21),  

The distribution of parts within the typical (five-part) texture of French 

seventeenth-century instrumental music was as follows: six first violins (dessus), 

six basses (the basse de violon, not the violoncello), and four each of the three inner 
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parts all tuned as the modern viola, but each with its own clef; the inner parts (or 

the parties de remplissage) were known as haute-contre, taille, and quinte.  

De Pure (p.276) believed that only the violin, in its generic meaning of ‘string instrument’, 

could serve the speed of French dancing – ‘la prestesse de nostre Genie’ – and be played 

for the duration of a ballet ‘avec égalité & avec justesse’. Composers such as Antoine 

Boësset (Psyche 1) and Jean-Baptiste Boësset (Psyche 2), and singers like Anne de la Barre 

(Psyche 2) were also members of the Musique de la Chambre, along with lutenists, 

harpsichordists and viol players. For court ballets, these musicians would be joined by 

wind, brass, and timpani players from the Musique de la Grande Écurie (Anthony 1997: 

22). By combining these different groups of musicians, court ballets benefitted from the 

large orchestras and choruses described in livrets for large-scale king’s ballets. Le Ballet de 

la délivrance de Renaud (1617) opened with a ‘concert’ featuring ‘soixante & quatre voix, 

vingt-huict Violles, & quatorze Luths’ (Canova-Green 2010: 69), while the final scenes of 

Le ballet de Tancrède incorporated a heavenly choir of twenty-eight angels singing and 

dancing ‘au son de Luths & de violes’ (Canova-Green 2010: 134). It is not clear from the 

livret for Psyche 1 whether the size of the orchestra and chorus would have been smaller 

for queen’s ballets like the 1619 Ballet de Psyché than for typical ballets du roi. 

 

The musical establishment of Louis XIII and Louis XIV was sustained by members of 

professional dynasties, such as the Boësset and La Barre families. Skilled musicians and 

composers would purchase appointments at court, thus becoming officiers of the king, and 

these well-paid positions could then be handed down to other members of their family 

(James R. Anthony 1997: 19). Antoine Boësset, who produced the vocal score for Psyche 1, 

obtained the position of music master to the queen in 1617. He rose to secrétaire ordinaire de 

la Chambre du roi in 1620, and finally succeeded his father-in-law, the court composer 

Pierre Guédron, as surintendant de la musique de la Chambre du roi in 1620 (Anthony 1997: 

19). Durosoir (2010: 56) highlights Boësset’s versatility and musicianship: ‘Boësset – un 

maître des styles puisqu’il composait aussi bien des motets et des messes que des airs de 

cour – était un excellent luthiste qui mettait lui-même ses airs en tablature’. He was, 

according to John W. Barker (2005: 73), ‘one of the most prolific composers of his circle’. 

Durosoir asserts (2010: 59) that through his production of vocal airs for court ballets 

Boësset demonstrated ‘sa conception personnelle du style royal: le sérieux et la noblesse 

de ton’. This approach may well have informed his musical presentation of the king and 
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queen in Psyche 1. Pierre de la Barre, who composed the airs de violon for this ballet, is 

referred to in the livret as ‘tres-excellent organiste’ (p.153). He was also a renown 

harpsichordist and lutenist. He became organist of the royal chapel and maître joueur 

d’epinette (spinet) to the king in 1627, and organist to the queen in 1630.  

 

The music for Psyche 2 was mainly composed by Antoine Boësset’s son, Jean-Baptiste, 

who had inherited the title of surintendant de la musique de la Chambre du roi from his father 

in 1636. He also served as music master to Anne of Austria and later to Louis XIV’s first 

wife, Maria Theresa of Spain, as well as performing the elevated role of surintendant des 

Musiques de Sa Majesté. According to Christout (2005: 159), ‘il ne possède pas la 

remarquable qualité d’inspiration mélodique qui caractérisait l’œuvre de son grand-père 

Pierre Guédron et de son père Antoine de Boësset’. Jean-Baptiste Lully, who composed 

the Italian Concert in Part II, Entrée 12, began his career as dancer and composer in the 

service of Louis XIV’s cousin, Anne-Marie-Louise d’Orléans. He entered Louis XIV’s 

service first as a dancer in 1653 in Le Ballet de la nuit, and proceeded to make his name as a 

court composer from 1655 onwards. Initially, aware of Anne of Austria’s love of Italian 

singing and keen to employ the Italian virtuosi brought to France by Cardinal Mazarin, he 

composed ‘de véritables scènes italiennes en musique’ (Christout 2005: 162). The first of 

these was a ‘récit grotesque italien’ that he performed himself in le Ballet des Bienvenus in 

1655. His next Italian-style composition was the ‘Choro Di Passioni Amorose’ in Psyche 2, 

and he continued in this vein in Le Ballet de la galanterie du temps (1656). However, he was 

also influenced by French musical practice, which he absorbed and perfected: ‘il cultive la 

netteté et la précision rythmique du jeu qui deviendront, grâce à lui, aux yeux de 

l’Europe, les caractéristiques mêmes du jeu français’ (Christout 2005: 161–62). It was as 

leader of a small string ensemble, known as the petits violons or violons du cabinet, during 

the 1650s that Lully was able to establish himself as a composer and eventually, with his 

appointment as head of the Académie royale de musique in 1672, to assume virtual 

control of French opera (Harris-Warrick and Marsh 1994: 7).  

 

The Psyche ballets are not just a series of dances: they contain non-dancing sections where 

singers are the main focus of spectators’ attention. It is not always clear from the livrets 

where performers were dancing to instrumental music only, where the dance was also 
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accompanied by song, and where the audience enjoyed a purely musical performance. In 

Psyche 1, the livret specifically refers to vocal music in five out of eleven entrées. At least 

two of these would appear to consist entirely of singing. The first is the dialogue in Entrée 

1 involving Venus, Cupid and their retinue, of which de Gramont remarks: ‘Ce recit fut 

fort agreable, tant par le chãt de Venus & de son fils, qui auoiẽt tous deux vne fort belle 

voix, que par la musique de Flore, Zephyre, & les Graces qui accompagnoient le Char de 

Venus’ (p.150). The second is Cupid’s récit (Entrée 4): the music for this has been 

identified as the air that begins 'Allons, allons porter nos pas…' in the collection IIII. Livre 

d'airs de cour et de differents autheurs (Guédron and others 1621: 23v–24r) issued by the 

royal publishers, Ballard, in 1621 (‘Opéra Baroque: le magazine de l’opéra’ [n.d.]). 

According to Durosoir (2004: 62), récits were most often sung by solo singers to a lute 

accompaniment. In this case, the singer playing Cupid is accompanied by ten lutenists 

‘sonnants fort harmonieusement’ (p.151) who walk downstage with him until they are 

directly in front of Louis XIII seated in the audience. Cupid’s récit, in the key of F major, is 

in a 4/4 meter notable for its sudden cessations of movement where two semibreves are 

placed together in a manner somewhat at odds with the scansion of the text, within a 

context in which the pulse generally moves in crotchets.6 This intermittent slowing of pace 

may correspond to the advance of Cupid and his ten accompanists towards the king, 

perhaps in a stylised stop-start walking step.  

 

There are three entrées that appear to contain a combination of instrumental and vocal 

music, which was not unusual. As Christout observes (1993: 17), 'Il arrive en fait encore 

assez souvent en France que les danses soient exécutées “aux chansons”, tradition qui se 

maintiendra dans l’opéra-ballet du XVIIIe siècle’. The first of these is Entrée 6, in which 

Psyche is served by invisible attendants whose presence is signified by ‘vne musique 

d’instrumens & de voix’ (p.151). The second is the opening section of the Ballet des 

Nereïdes (Entrée 9) in which Venus ‘vint chanter sur le theatre vn air de resioüissance, de 

ce que l’Amour fuyoit Psyché’ (p.152). This is followed by the dance of the Nereids to 

instrumental music. The third is the final entrée, which conforms to the same pattern of 

singing followed by dancing. It opens with the assembled gods of Olympus played by a 

chorus ‘qui fut la musique, laquelle descendit en chantant dans la salle’ (p.152). The airs in 

 
6 I am grateful to Professor Rebecca Herissone, Professor of Musicology at the University of 

Manchester, for her assistance in the analysis of airs by Antoine Boësset for the 1619 ballet de Psyché. 
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IIII. Livre d'airs de cour et de differents autheurs (Guédron and others 1621: 24v–27r) entitled 

‘Svitte dv Ballet de la Reyne’ (with lyrics beginning ‘Tv vois icy, gran Roy…’), ‘Récit av 

Ballet de la Reyne’ (‘Toi de qui tout le monde …’) and again ‘Svitte dv Ballet de la Reyne’ 

(‘Svs couronnés…’) may have constituted all or part of the Concert des Dieux. The second 

of these, ‘Récit av Ballet de la Reyne’, is probably the air that de Gramont refers to when 

he writes, ‘La musique s’auance tousiours iusques à ce qu’estant deuant le Roy on chanta 

vn recit d’vne seule voix’ (p.153). The sixteen goddesses appeared on clouds above the 

stage at the same time as these musicians were playing and singing (p.153). However, the 

livret makes clear that the singers exited the stage before the descent of the goddesses, 

indicating that the vocal music only accompanied their entrance and that the Grand Ballet 

was performed to instrumental music alone. 

 

It is difficult to determine from the livret exactly what the musical content is in each 

section of Psyche 2. The récits of Constancy and Glory that open the two halves of the 

ballet, and the ‘Choro di Passioni Amorose’ at the start of the penultimate entrée, are 

clearly distinguishable as dance-free vocal performances. Although the livret does not 

give the name of the professional singer who played Constance, she is given a special 

mention in the Muze historique’s report of the event in accordance with the galant 

convention that female performers captured male hearts:  

La Constance, par ses apas, 

Cauza mille amoureux trépas (Loret 1656: 154). 

We also learn from Jean Loret, author of the Muze historique, that in performing the role of 

Glory the soprano Anne de la Barre, daughter of composer Pierre de la Barre, achieved 

‘mainte illustre victoire’ (Loret 1656: 154). The singers performing the operatic quartet in 

the Chorus of Amorous Passion were Meunier Saint-Elme (Fear), signor Tondi 

(Suspicion), signor Tagliavacca (Despair) and Anna Bergerotti (Jealousy). The Italians in 

this group belonged to the ‘Cabinet Italien’ of opera singers created by Cardinal Mazarin. 

Anna Bergerotti, its only female member, was an international star who had recently 

returned from performing at the courts of Sweden and Denmark (‘Opéra Baroque : le 

magazine de l’opéra’ [n.d.]). Loret enthuses about her in his account: 

  Et l’aimable Bergeroti 

Faizoit entrer dans son parti 

Mainte Ame excélente et choizie, 
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Quoy qu’elle fut la Jalouzie. (Loret 1656: 154) 

The Chorus of Amorous Passion in Psyche 2 served both as a further variation on the 

theme of the power of love and a virtuosic set piece to be enjoyed for bravura singing. We 

also learn from the Muze historique that the entrée for Musicians (Part I, Entrée 7) offered 

exclusively musical entertainment: 

Sept Muziciens aprés, parurent, 

Qui de tous fort estimez furent; 

Leur harmonie eut des apas,  

Mais iceux ne dansérent pas. (Loret 1656: 153) 

Court ballet audiences were therefore clearly prepared to appreciate both vocal and 

instrumental music for its own sake, rather than just as an accompaniment for dancing. 

 

It is conceivable that some dances in Psyche 2 were performed to a combination of 

instrumental and vocal music. For example, in Part I, Entrée 2, Zephyr, played by 

Meunier de Saint-Elme, and Flora, played by Anna Bergerotti, sing a dialogue 

accompanied by a ‘Choeur de Musique’ (p.293). The lyrics of their song are discussed in 

detail in Chapter 4. It is not clear from the livret whether Zephyr and Flora sang before his 

majesty and five female courtiers performed their dance, or whether the sung dialogue 

actually provided the music for this dance, thereby making it a running commentary on 

the dancing king surrounded by beauties of the court. Seven further entrées appear to have 

included both instrumental and vocal music. This supposition is based on the fact that, 

although there is no mention of récits, dialogues or chœurs, a verse of poetry is included 

beneath the entrée title and cast-list in the livret. This verse is likely to have constituted 

vocal lyrics rather than vers pour les personnages, as the latter can be distinguished by their 

attribution to a performer and his/her role (‘Pour le Conte de Guiche, representant vn 

Peintre’, etc.). For example, Part I, Entrée 8, for Comus, god of feasting, Cleanliness and 

Abundance, contains the following verse: 

Ce n’est pas tout qu’aimer, il faut de la pasture, 

Et bien des gens sont morts d’amour, 

Qui règlément deux fois par jour 

 Ne laissent pas d’auoir besoin de nouriture’. 
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These lines provide a humorous comment on the theme of the power of love. However, it 

is not clear whether this entrée, which was performed by professionals – ‘Le Sieur 

l’Anglois, & les deux Des-Airs’, according to the livret – involved just singing, or both 

singing and dancing. 

 

Durosoir notes (2010: 62) that most of the records we have of court ballet music are vocal 

compositions. Their lyrics can be found in livrets, while music for singers such as récits are 

preserved in collections of airs de cour, the ‘court songs’ often used in ballets. As the vast 

majority of music composed for ballets was instrumental, this gives undue prominence to 

vocal composition:  

Les sources imprimées, […] par le poids qu’elles exercent dans notre connaissance 

[…], nous donnent ainsi comme essentiels les airs et les récits vocaux qui, 

pourtant, ne sont représentatifs que de moments ponctuels du ballet, et n’en 

étaient probablement pas les plus spectaculaires’ (Durosoir 2010: 62).  

Unfortunately, very little of the instrumental music for court ballets has been preserved, 

and as far as I am aware none has been discovered for the Psyche ballets to date. 

However, it is possible to gain insights from the musical score for Le Mariage de la Grosse 

Cathos (1688), which has been conserved in its entirety. Harris-Warwick and Marsh (1994: 

65) point out that the instrumental music for individual dances in this work is often very 

short, sometimes only eleven bars long. Christout (1993: 18) specifies that ‘Chaque 

fragment correspond à une suite de figures chorégraphiques. Selon les exigences de ces 

dernières, on joue les uns une fois, les autres deux, trois fois ou plus en accélérant 

éventuellement le tempo et en ornant le thème de diminutions et de variations ad-

libitum’. She adds that the instrumental music for danced entrées was divided into two 

parts: the first part, in duple time, is a relatively fast march to bring the dancers onto the 

stage; the second part, in duple or triple time, accompanies the dance itself. Six entrées in 

Psyche 1 and eighteen entrées in Psyche 2 appear to be dances performed to purely 

instrumental music, a supposition based on the fact that their descriptions make no 

mention of vocal performance. The only specific reference to instrumental music occurs in 

the Ballet des Nereïdes (Entrée 9) in Psyche 1, in which a group of Tritons rose out of the 

sea and ‘commencerent à sonner de leurs conques’ (p.152). In the next sentence, the livret 

notes that the Nereids performed their ballet ‘sous les haubois desguisez en Tritons’ 

(p.152), suggesting that oboes may have been used to counterfeit the sound of conch 
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shells. There is no mention of instrumental music at all in the livret for Psyche 2. There is 

evidence, however, that certain dancers participated in music-making by playing 

percussion instruments as they moved. According to the Muze historique, the Bacchae in 

Part II, Entrees 7 and 8, played drums and cymbals:  

Les Bacantes, certainement,  

Fut un grand divertissement  

Avec leurs tambours et cymbales,  

Qui rézonnoient par intervales. (Loret 1656: 154) 

Furthermore, an anonymous report sent back to Florence after the performance (Archivio 

di Stato, Mediceo del Principato 4891, Florence, cited in Christout p.168), asserted that the 

girls impersonating the Hours played tambourines and castanets, as befitted a Spanish 

sarabande. Harris-Warwick and March draw attention to the practice evident in Le Mariage 

de la Grosse Cathos (1688) and some court ballets of dancers and singers doubling the same 

role, with the dancers acting out the words of the singers. However, there is no obvious 

evidence of this practice in the Psyche ballets. 

 

As discussed above, the poetry that constituted the lyrics to the vocal airs served to 

communicate those elements of story, theme or political allegory that were harder to 

express solely in dance. The music itself, whether instrumental or sung, provided the 

melodies and rhythms that set the mood of each entrée, and the cadences to which dancers 

kept time. According to seventeenth-century theorists, music was subject to the same laws 

of convenance as costume and dance. As de Pure expresses it (p.260-1), ‘La premiere & plus 

essentielle beauté d’un air de Balet est la convenance; c’est à dire le juste raport que l’air 

doit avoir avec la chose representée’. Thus music played its part in achieving accurate 

imitation. In representing a woman mourning the loss of her husband, the composer 

should make use of lugubrious tones, heavy accents and slow movements. The use of ’un 

air enjoüé vif, & subtil’ would result in ‘une incongruité & une disconvenance non-

seulement desagreable, mais encore embarassante pour le Spectateur & pour le sujet’ (de 

Pure p.261). Saint-Hubert (p. 11) recommends that composers wait until the subject of a 

ballet and the arrangement of its entrées have been fixed before composing the music ‘afin 

que l’on les fist à propos, & suiuant les actions que les danseurs doiuent faire & 

representer’. This way it is possible to avoid the creation of ‘quantité d´Airs que l’on a 

apres bien de la peine à accomoder aux entrées & au subiet’. According to Menestrier 
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(pp.205-6), the actions and feelings to be conveyed in dance should dictate the qualities of 

the music: ‘Il faut ajuster les airs aux actions, aux mouvemens, & aux passions que l’on 

doit representer, parce que les airs sont pour les mouvemens, et non pas les mouvemens 

pour les airs comme dans les danses ordinaires’. McGowan (p124) sees the function of the 

music in court ballets as primarily to enhance the impact of the political allegory, as 

demonstrated in the triumphant choral and orchestral climaxes of Tancrède and Psyche 1. 

In spite of Menestrier’s insistence on the importance of ‘passions’, she asserts that court 

ballet offers little opportunity for any ‘développement dramatique ou lyrique’ in the 

musical score because characters rarely express their emotions. This corresponds to the 

tendency of ballets de cour, identified above, to encapsulate the essential qualities of an 

affective state, without necessarily giving expression to the inner feelings of individual 

characters. 

 

Music also played a vital role in characterisation, particularly in the presentation of 

conventional ‘types’. For example, Menestrier (p205) argues for the portrayal of national 

stereotypes in music:  

Chaque Nation a aussi son caractere d’harmonie. Il y a des airs Allemans, Italiens, 

Espagnols, François &c. […]. Ce n’est pas une des moindres beautez des Ballets 

que cette diversité, quand on represente des peuples & les Nations les plus 

barbares qui dansent à la manière de leur pays.  

Thus, music also participates in the imitation of mœurs and costumes. The composers of the 

Psyche ballets may therefore have attempted to create music suggestive of both character 

and geographical origin for entrées such as the dance of the Hyperboreans (Entrée 2) in 

Psyche 1 and the dances of the Roman Gladiators (Part II, Entrée 5) and Moorish Slaves 

(Part II, Entrée 6) in Psyche 2. Christout (1993: 18–19) suggests that the principle of 

appropriate and credible imitation was extended to every entrée. In particular, music for 

’entrées de caractère’ featuring comic, lower-class or bizarre personages aimed to capture 

their salient traits in sound:  

Le pittoresque déjà constaté dans le livret se traduit de façon suggestive qu’il 

s’agisse de l’assaut des combattants burlesques, de la recherche des effets de 

couleur locale, exotique ou de l’imitation des bruits naturels, chants d’oiseaux 

notamment. Le compositeur […] peint aussi bien la marche pesante des Titans que 
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celle des paysans balourds, des furies frénétiques ou des lutins aériens (Christout 

1993: 18–19). 

However, de Pure also warns (p.262-3) that however bizarre the subject, composers are 

not exempted from the obligation to ‘faire de beaux chants, de garder la melodie, & 

d’avoir soin des oreilles qui l’écoutent’. If music that was inappropriate to the subject was 

considered ‘disconvenant’, so was music that offended the delicate ears of spectators. This 

echoes the tension in costuming between appropriateness to the character and theatrical 

embellishment, and in choreography between expressive imitation and conformity to 

musical rhythms.  

 

2.4 Spectacle and Spectatorship 

Beyond the production of accurate imitations of human types and behaviours, court ballet 

was concerned with the creation of a compelling spectacle. This included displays of 

artistry and craftsmanship by creators and performers designed more to dazzle and 

enthral spectators than create credible characters. A tension exists in the writings of 

theoreticians between an appreciation of technical virtuosity in scenic effects – ‘les 

admirables effets des Machines’, as de Pure (p.169) expresses it – and a vehement criticism 

of non-representational dance designed purely to demonstrate technical virtuosity in 

movement. De Pure admires theatre machines not only for their external appearance ‘qui 

frape les sens par la surprise des nouveaux objets qu’elle dérobe aux yeux contre l’attente 

du Spectateur’ (p.301-2), but also their inner workings, ‘l’invention des ressors & des 

mouvemens’, that constitute the soul of these natural enchantments (p.302). Menestrier 

offers a catalogue (pp.218-22) of potential special effects, including heavens that open, 

hells, seas, shipwrecks, cloudscapes, deities who fly down from the sky, or who carry 

mortals up to the heavens, extraordinary animals and enchanted palaces descending from 

on high. He singles out gods and enchantments as the most beautiful machines because ‘le 

merveilleux’ provides a logical pretext for technical wizardry (pp.221-2). Psyche 1 makes 

use of techniques already witnessed in previous ballets such as Le Ballet de Minerve (1615), 

including scene changes à vue, chariots emerging from under the stage and the dramatic 

entrance of Juno and the goddesses in a cloudburst high above the stage: ‘Cependant le 

Ciel s’ouurit tout à coup par trois portes, où parurent seize Deesses’ (p.152). The great 

novelty in terms of machines introduced in Psyche 1 is undoubtedly the rolling sea: ‘La 
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mer auoit vn mouuement artificial & representoit si bien les flots esmeus & des ondes 

bleuës, qui haussoient & baissoient, qu’on n’eust pas creu que cela se peust representer 

sans eau’ (p.152). Little information is provided in the livret for Psyche 2 about Torelli’s 

scenery and special effects, beyond the mention of a garden with Cupid’s palace in the 

background for the opening scene, and the brief stage direction in Part II, Entrée 7: ‘Vn 

Antre s’ouure, Pluton parest sur son Trone, enuironné de Demons…’. Gardens, palaces 

and the caverns of Hell, however lavish or spectacular, were standard tropes of court 

ballet by this time, so perhaps were not thought to merit specific discussion in the livret. 

 

Technical accomplishment in scenic effects was more appreciated by theoreticians than 

technical accomplishment in dance, however. Machines and special effects had the merit 

of being imitations: scenic machinery created the illusion of something specific – the 

heavens opening, the gods descending – that could be identified by the audience. Dance, 

however skilful, had little merit for seventeenth-century theorists unless it explicitly 

represented something. For de Pure, dance that failed to imitate or represent constituted 

‘une dance defectueuse, & que des sauts perilleux, […] qui n’ont non plus de sens que 

celuy qui les a faits & inventez’ (p.251). Likewise, as cited in Chapter 1, Menestrier (p.162-

3) complains that ‘aujourd’hui il y a beaucoup de Danses & peu de Ballets, parce que les 

Danseurs aiment mieux faire de beaux pas, & de belles cadences, que s’assujettir à 

representer ce qui devroit se representer pour faire de justes Ballets’. Christout (2005: 149) 

notes that the ‘pure dance’ component of ballet de cour was either ignored or dismissed by 

seventeenth-century theorists. She argues, however, that the positions, steps, techniques 

and feats of virtuosity developed in court ballets constituted one of the artform’s major 

legacies: ‘la danse dite non figurative ou belle danse […] va cependant connaître un 

développement exceptionnel avec l’avènement exclusif du danseur de ballet 

professionnel’. The challenge in measuring the incidence of dance designed more for 

kinaesthetic enjoyment than the creation of recognisable characters in the Psyche ballets is 

that ‘pure dance’ usually came disguised as ‘danse de tritons’ or ‘danse de nymphes’ in 

court ballet, blurring the boundaries between ‘imitative’ and ‘non-imitative’. No dancer 

appeared on stage without costume, mask and props purporting to represent something. 

However, it should be acknowledged that virtuosic dance, dance for the sake of dancing 
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or for kinaesthetic enjoyment, is present in any choreographic work, however narrative, 

mimetic or representational. As Kremer (2018: 3) expresses it,  

le corps par ses courbures, tournoiements et sauts, à tout moment dément la visée 

représentative du spectacle pour donner à voir une suite de gestes furtifs et de pas 

esquissés, sans achèvement intrinsèque et sans autre visée que la pure expression 

dans l’instant seul de sa réalisation (et indépendamment du fait que cette 

expression peut – ou non – contribuer à construire une signification, ou une 

histoire).  

The non-narrative dance component in the Psyche ballets is virtually impossible to 

identify from the livrets’ descriptions. An allusion to ‘les postures des Démons, qui 

s’élevoient haut comme Monts’ in the description of Psyche 2 in the Muze historique (Loret 

1656: t.2,154) suggests that many dances combined virtuosity and imitation.  

 

Interpenetration of fiction and non-fiction 

Beyond the visual and kinaesthetic spectacle, the Psyche productions also entailed the 

inter-mixing of fictional and non-fictional spheres, of those elements nominally 

constituting the performance, and those comprising a separate category related to real life. 

As Elam (2002: 11) points out, these are arbitrary demarcations in any theatrical context: 

‘In drawing upon the socially codified values, […] theatrical semiosis invariably, and 

above all, connotes itself. That is, the general connotative marker ‘theatricality’ attaches to 

the entire performance […] and to its every element […] permitting the audience to 

“bracket off” what is presented to them from normal social praxis and so perceive the 

performance as a network of meanings, i.e. as a text’. In court ballet, however, the fictional 

theatrical performance was imperfectly ‘bracketed off’ from the real-life theatre of the 

court. The vers pour les personnages kept the court personas of the aristocratic performers at 

the forefront of spectators’ consciousness. Moreover, the vers and song lyrics reminded 

audiences at regular intervals throughout the spectacle of the greatness of the sovereign 

and the perfections of the royal family. Court ballets like the ballets de Psyché needed to 

extend offstage/onstage, fiction/non-fiction interplay beyond the occasional symbolic 

allusion to fulfil their function as royal propaganda. This interpenetration of fiction and 

non-fiction, of onstage and offstage, is crucial to the representation of love and the staging 

of royalty explored in the following chapters. 
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2.5 Conclusion  

The examination of story, imitation, character, dance, music and spectacle in the Psyche 

productions reveals a set of genre-specific artistic concerns and practices. The first of these 

is the use of la fable as a network of reference points, rather than a template for 

dramatization. As its title suggests, Le ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché extracts a 

portion of Apuleius’s story and customizes it for theatrical performance, condensing a 

huge variety of characters and events into a restricted number of scenes. Psyche 1 comes 

closer to being a ‘story ballet’ than Psyche 2: it sustains a narrative consisting of causally 

related and emotionally motivated events through most of the ballet. However, at the 

climax of the spectacle, the focus shifts from the eponymous couple to the king and queen, 

suggesting that dramatizing Apuleius’s narrative was not its main motivation. Le ballet de 

Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour explores a theme suggested by the source text, the power 

of love, but jettisons all but the bare bones of Apuleius’s narrative. Instead, it offers a 

series of micronarratives involving actions and reactions, for example when a new group 

of dancers chase away the characters from a previous entrée. These micro-narratives 

correspond to an allegorical story arc running throughout the ballet. Thus, the creators of 

the Psyche productions mined the original text for easily recognisable characters, 

situations and events that could be manipulated to suit the demands of the genre and the 

circumstances of performance.  

 

Seventeenth-century dance theorists and practitioners aspired to endow the art of ballet 

with a form of codification derived from classical authorities similar to that proposed in 

dramatic theory of the period. However, as the Psyche ballets illustrate, court ballet 

inventors did not concern themselves with the unities of time, place and action, and often 

resisted the requirement for one scene to lead logically to the next. Instead, the creators of 

these works aimed for thematic unity, ensuring the relevance of each entrée to the topic 

suggested by the title. However, court ballet did adopt two key principles of early modern 

aesthetic theory: bienséance and vraisemblance. These conditioned creative choices at every 

level: the structure of ballets, the costumes and masks, the music, choreography, scenery 

and poetry. Imitation in this context meant encapsulating the essence of the people, 

places, situations, events and emotions represented. While many ‘ressentiments 
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interieurs’ (Pure 1668: 251) were signified in dance, music and poetry, there was little or 

no attempt to elicit empathy for characters or affect the audience emotionally. 

 

The creators of the ballets de Psyché were faced with three issues that have challenged 

performers and choreographers throughout the history of dance. The first of these is 

whether dance should be ‘representational’, in the sense of signifying more than simply 

the human body in motion. Because dancers were always costumed as something specific, 

usually easily identifiable stock characters such as tritons, demons, nereids or classical 

divinities, seventeenth-century theatrical dance was unambiguously representational. The 

second issue is the motive for the appearance of these costumed dancers. Both ballets 

contain dances designed to portray the essential attributes of archetypal characters 

through imitation of their distinguishing movements, for example the dance of the 

Hyperboreans in Psyche 1 performed ‘à la soldade’ (p.151). Accurate imitation of the 

essence of a character was the motive for dance favoured by seventeenth-century 

theoreticians. Psyche 2 offers examples of dance used to embody the political allegory, for 

example the expulsion of the Four Winds by the Spring, Zephyr, Flora and their 

entourage. It is probable, moreover, that bodily virtuosity and imitative dance worked 

hand and hand in many entrées. In Psyche 1, dance may also have been used to enact the 

plot of the narrative, for instance when Psyche is waited on by invisible servants. Thus, 

imitative dance was used flexibly and inventively in the Psyche ballets for the creation of 

recognisable characters, the display of physical virtuosity, and the telling of dramatic or 

allegorical stories. Similarly, music supported the imitation of human types and customs 

and reinforced the political allegory, both as an accompaniment to the dancing and as an 

entertainment in its own right. 

 

The third issue is the challenge of communicating entirely in dance. There appears to be a 

recognition among court ballet theorists that in spite of all efforts to guarantee 

appropriateness, verisimilitude and accurate imitation in costume and movement, there 

will inevitably be gaps in the audience’s understanding that need to be filled by récits, 

livret descriptions and vers pour les personages. Such devices, as well as supplying 

information about onstage events, were also crucial to the development of the theme of 

love, which is the subject of the following chapter. 
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Chapter 3. The Representation of Love and Desire 

 

3.1 Love On and Off the Stage 

Véronique Gely describes Cupid and Psyche as ‘un couple allégorique, ou même 

l’allégorie du couple’. However, the representation of love in the Psyche ballets does not 

centre on the emotional trajectory of the eponymous couple. There is no indication in the 

livrets of either work that the central couple actually danced with each other or even 

shared the stage for very long. In the 1619 version, they appear together in Entrée 3 when 

Cupid finds Psyche dancing with her sisters and falls in love with her at first sight, and 

again in Entrée 8 when Cupid’s identity is revealed. They are presumably reunited in the 

final scene, the ‘deïfication de Psyche’, but this is not mentioned in the livret.  In the 1656 

adaptation, Cupid and Psyche dance in separate entrées in the first half of the ballet. They 

do not appear again until near the end, when Cupid confesses to Psyche that the dancing 

Hours ‘durent des années’ and dismisses them to hasten the arrival of Hymen. The 

evidence available for these ballets suggests that, although they were celebrations of love, 

this was not expressed in duets for the eponymous lovers. In the earlier ballet, Psyche’s 

immortalisation becomes a pretext for staging the triumph of the king and the queen, 

which constitutes the highpoint of the spectacle; in the later production, Cupid and 

Psyche’s love story merely provides the pretext for a more general exploration of amorous 

emotion. In addition to the central couple, the two works contain many other characters 

who are in love. In Psyche 1, the Hyperboreans, like other peoples of the world, are 

enamoured of Psyche, and the Winds express their devotion by vying to carry her to 

Cupid’s palace. In Psyche 2, the eponymous couple are joined by numerous pairs of 

famous lovers, including Circe and Ulysses, Alcina and Ruggiero, Armida and Rinaldo, 

and Medea and Jason. Entrée descriptions also reference the love of Antony for Cleopatra, 

Talestris for Alexander, and Neptune for Themis, as well as the amours of mythological 

gods, legendary hunters and ordinary men driven insane by passion. Although the ballets 

mainly explore the delights of love, both works also delve into a darker side of passion 

associated with jealousy, pain, illness and madness. 
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The representation of love and desire in the ballets de Psyché and in court ballet more 

generally has received only limited critical scrutiny. Cowart (2008) explores the conflict 

between love and glory in representations of Louis XIV in court spectacle; Cohen (2000) 

highlights the sexual allure and physical exuberance of theatrical dance under Louis XIV. 

Prest’s analysis (2006: 77–127) of the dual stage persona of the court ballet dancer and the 

language and ideology of galanterie has particularly informed the present study. This 

chapter sheds new light on love in ballets de cour by scrutinising its representation under 

three headings: the construction of the lover; women as objects of desire and seduction; 

and love as metamorphosis. The first theme derives from the fact that the Psyche ballets 

were conceived in the idiom of galanterie, and that the love lives of the performers were 

often blended with those of the characters in the vers pour les personnages. The figure of the 

lover in the Psyche ballets therefore consists of an archetype, as described in Chapter 1, 

moulded into a galant stereotype, and further overlaid with the attributes and amours of 

the performers themselves. The second theme emerges from the positioning of women as 

objects of desire in the discourse of galanterie that informs the ballets. Close reading 

reveals that desire operates almost exclusively in one direction in these works: from a man 

towards a woman. Women who are actively desiring subjects, rather than passive objects 

of male desire, are portrayed as witch-like or possessed. Beauty, although indispensable 

to women, makes them both highly desirable and potentially dangerous to men. It also 

exposes them to would-be seducers who threaten that other indispensable female 

possession, their honour, thereby trapping them in a double bind. The third theme, love 

as metamorphosis, corresponds to the ballets’ focus on the transition from childlike 

innocence to adult experience, from pleasure to pain, sanity to madness, as well as the 

transformative function of marriage. These ballets, although ostensibly celebrating the 

joys of love, reveal underlying anxieties about passion and sexual desire, and a belief that 

these are powerful and potentially dangerous forces.  

 

Marriage, Love and Sex in Seventeenth-century France 

The convergence of cultural tendencies including préciosité and galanterie created 

opportunities for a reconfiguration of sex, love and marriage in seventeenth-century 

France, particularly for those in the upper echelons of society. Historically, marriage for 

royalty and the nobility conformed largely to what Foucault (1976: 140) terms ‘un 
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dispositif d’alliance’: its primary function was to secure advantageous familial alliances 

and guarantee the line of inheritance through the production of children. For a member of 

the aristocracy, love was not necessarily a determining factor in choosing a spouse. 

Parents exercised considerable control over their offspring’s choice of partner: following 

the Edict of February 1556, young men were not able to marry without parental consent 

until the age of 30, and young women until the age of 25 (Gaudemet 1977: 319). The 

difference in age of consent between the sexes reflected the fact that girls were thought to 

reach puberty earlier than boys: the age for this cited by the Catholic Church at the 

Council of Trent (1545-1563) was 12 for females and 14 for males (Bardet 2001: 348). The 

average age for marriage in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries was between 21 and 

22 for noblewomen, and 24 to 27 for noblemen (Bardet 2001: 353), that is within the ages 

when parents’ agreement was required. This implies, on the one hand, a decade of 

unproductive fertility for young people, and, on the other, a high level of family 

involvement in the choice of a marriage partner.  

 

Marriage was also a significant religious event, over which the Church sought to retain 

control. In L’Invention de la culture hétérosexuelle, Louis-Georges Tin (2008: 85–86) describes 

how the advent of courtoisie in the Middle Ages gave greater prominence to love between 

men and women. At the time, virginity, rather than marriage, was the Christian ideal 

according to Catholic doctrine. The Church’s pragmatic response to the culture of love 

represented by courtoisie was to issue condemnations of adultery, on the one hand, and 

confer greater Christian dignity on heterosexual relationships, on the other. Marriage 

became a sacrament following the Fourth Council of Latran in 1215, allowing the Church 

to assert its authority over relationships between men and women: ‘De manière très 

symbolique, la bénédiction nuptiale, qui autrefois était accordée par les pères des 

conjoints, fut désormais accordé par le seul prêtre’ (Tin 2008: 85). However, in her history 

of women in seventeenth-century France, Wendy Gibson (1989: 41) contends that 

marriage was still considered with a degree of disdain by some clergy: ‘Christianity 

taught that virginity was the most perfect state to which the individual could aspire, 

marriage being a last resort for those unable to contain their basic instincts’. For example, 

the Jansenist Pierre Nicole argued (1667: 439) that love and sexual desire, even if they led 

to marriage, remained inherently sinful: ‘Le mariage règle la concupiscence, mais ne la 
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rend pas réglée’. Marriage was therefore both an economic and dynastic arrangement 

controlled by parents, and a means of containing sexual urges regulated by the Church. 

Love could be a drawback in this process: Antoine Furetière’s dictionary of 1690 explains 

that when someone married ‘par amour’, it meant ‘désavantageusement, et par 

l’emportement d’une aveugle passion’. Amorous impulses were evidently not entirely to 

be trusted in making such an important contractual arrangement. 

 

New possibilities were emerging for relations between men and women centred around 

the relevance of love to marriage. In previous centuries, marriage and love had often been 

portrayed as mutually incompatible. In the literature of courtoisie, marriage did not 

constitute the natural conclusion of a romance. For example, in Arthurian legend 

Launcelot loves Guinevere hopelessly from afar, while she remains married to King 

Arthur. ‘Dans la société européenne, il semblait admis que le mariage correspondait à des 

exigences biologiques et sociales (continuer le lignage), mais que le vrai amour 

sentimental et physique ne pouvait se vivre que hors mariage’ (Mayeur and Venard 1992: 

1139. Cited in Tin, 2008: 112). However, the notion that marriage should be founded on 

love between a couple who choose each other freely was gaining currency in the early 

seventeenth century, partly as the result of a literary tendency that, like the literature of 

courtoisie, foregrounded amorous relations. The catalyst was arguably L’Astrée, a pastoral 

novel by Honoré d’Urfé published in instalments between 1607 and 1627. It drew on the 

tradition of courtly love, but radically shifted the balance of male-female relationships 

towards greater reciprocity. As Elias has identified, the love between the shepherd 

Celadon and the shepherdess Astrée did not conform to the existing literary paradigm of 

desire, which he characterises as ‘the passionate longing of a man to possess a particular 

woman’. Instead it is ‘a passionate reciprocal emotional bond between an unmarried 

young man and an unmarried young woman that can find fulfilment only in marriage 

and is to the highest degree exclusive’ (Elias 1983: 257). Sara Matthews-Grieco (1993: 89) 

identifies this as a major paradigm shift: ‘the most radical change lay in an elite 

reconciliation of love, sex, and marriage that was to form the basis for our concept of 

marriage today’. L’Astrée, which was read in every court in Europe and translated into 

many languages, offered a radically different model of how men and women might relate 

to one another. 
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The chivalric novels of Madeleine de Scudéry and her contemporaries, written under the 

influence of L’Astrée, continued to challenge the notion that marriage served purely 

contractual and reproductive purposes. Mlle de Scudéry was a member of a coterie of 

well-educated women who frequented the salon of the marquise de Rambouillet during 

the 1630s and ‘40s. There they engaged in witty conversation and wordplay, debated 

questions of love, and argued for better education for women and greater female 

participation in intellectual and social life. Labelled Précieuses, they were ridiculed, 

unfairly according to Alain Viala (2008: 170), by authors including Molière and Furetière 

for their refined vocabulary and other supposed affectations. For the Précieuses, the 

model of aristocratic marriage in which ardent suitors turned into tyrannical husbands 

represented an unacceptable loss of liberty for women. They proposed instead that 

marriage should be based on mutual ‘tendresse’ and ‘estime’ (Cowart 2008: 13). The first 

instalment of Scudéry’s novel Clélie (1654), published in ten volumes between 1654 and 

1661, included a topographical map of the précieuse interpretation of love entitled ‘La 

Carte du Tendre’. To progress from Nouvelle-Amitié to one of three desirable destinations 

on the map – Tendre-sur-Inclination, Tendre-sur-Estime or Tendre-sur-Reconnaissance – it was 

necessary to pass through locations such as Jolis-vers, Billet-galant and Affinité; it was 

important, however, to avoid the Lac d’Indifférence and the Mer d’Inimité. Some of the more 

radical of the précieuses favoured platonic friendships between men and women, rejecting 

the commodification of the female body for the production of heirs represented by 

marriage (Habib 2006: 24). In practice, these challenges to prevailing norms did not 

radically alter the pattern of aristocratic and bourgeois marriages, which continued to be 

arranged for economic and dynastic reasons. According to Matthews-Grieco, people in 

lower socio-economic groups had more opportunities to enter into marriages based on 

affection or sexual attraction (Matthews-Grieco 1993: 68). For the upper strata, the effect of 

L’Astrée and précieuse culture in the short term was primarily to put amorous relations at 

the forefront of social discourse and make it very fashionable to debate the nature of love.  

 

The related cultural tendency of galanterie also had a major influence on manners and mores 

in high society, in particular on social interaction between men and women. The term 

galanterie encompasses a code of behaviour, a form of language and an aesthetic movement 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Catherine_de_Vivonne,_marquise_de_Rambouillet
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(Viala 1997: 62). Seventeenth-century definitions of galanterie fall largely into two categories: 

conduct in society; or relations between men and women. In the first category, the adjective 

galant, according to Furetière’s Dictionnaire universel of 1690, ‘se dit […] d’un homme qui a 

l’air de la Cour, les manières agréables’, while une femme galante is the perfect society hostess 

‘qui sçait bien choisir & recevoir son monde’. Le Grand Dictionnaire de l’Académie françoise 

(1694) defines galant as ‘honneste, civil, sociable, de bonne compagnie, de conversation 

agreable’. In this sense, galanterie resembled the seventeenth-century concept of the 

‘honnête homme’ or ‘honnête femme’: someone at ease in court society with the ineffable 

quality that distinguished gentlemen and gentlewomen, termed je ne sais quoi by 

seventeenth-century essayist, Dominique de Bohours (1691: 347). In the second category of 

definitions, the terms galant and galanterie referred to amorous affairs between the sexes, as 

seen from the point of view of the male admirer. Galant meant ‘qui tache à plaire, & 

particulièrement au beau sexe’; la galanterie carried the definition ‘l’attache qu’on a à 

courtiser les Dames’ (Furetière, 1690) or ‘les devoirs, les respects, les services que l’on rend 

aux Dames’ (Académie françoise, 1694). As Cowart explains, ‘in its broadest sense, galanterie 

had to do with love, more in the sense of flirtation or love affair (for which it sometimes 

served as euphemism) than of marriage’ (Cowart 2008: 13–14).  

 

The fact that men and women were able to socialise freely in elite gatherings was crucial 

to the development of gallantry. In France, aristocratic ladies enjoyed much greater liberty 

than in countries such as Spain or Italy, where they were likely to be supervised by 

duennas and kept out of public view (Habib 2006: 220). To acquire the gallant air that 

ensured approval at the French court, it was thought necessary for young men to spend 

time in the company of aristocratic women to polish their manners and conversation. As a 

result, women acquired greater influence in society, particularly as prominent salonnières, 

as well as a greater presence at court. However, the feminisation of court life did not 

necessarily correlate with increased power for women in public life. Aristocratic women 

in seventeenth-century France had very little financial independence, normally handing 

the greater part of their dowry over to their spouses, and were excluded from any kind of 

professional career or responsibility, unless they took on their husband’s commitments in 

widowhood (Habib 2006: 231).  
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The defining conceit of gallantry was the respectful subjection of men to women, who had 

the power to accept or reject their advances. Opinions differ as to the impact of galanterie 

on gender relations in seventeenth-century society. Habib, for example, contends that the 

goal of galanterie was to find a positive and honourable way in which men and women 

could interact based on ‘une inégalité des sexes admise, incontestée, et des hommages à 

sens unique, qui vont de l’homme à la femme’ (Habib 2006: 242–43). Other scholars, 

however, contend that the purported subjection of the man to the woman was an illusion. 

As Linda Bell argues, ‘there is […] in gallantry something tantamount to irony – a feigned 

inferiority. […] The gallant feigns inferiority in order to bring himself down to or below 

the level of the person toward whom his behaviour is directed: it must be presumed that 

he is in fact superior to her’. As this chapter demonstrates, the flattering language of 

gallantry could also be used to reinforce the objectification of women and to normalise the 

predatory behaviour of male seducers.  

 

The term galant(e) was equally applied to an artistic tendency characterised by elegance, wit 

and amorous debate that found expression in literary genres such as lettres galantes and vers 

galants. Galanterie also infiltrated the performing arts, as is evident in the titles of works 

such as Le Ballet de la galanterie du temps (1656) and L’Europe gallante (1697). It was 

particularly associated with social rituals such as balls and picnics where men and women 

interacted, particularly the elegant but informal events known as fêtes galantes, as captured 

in paintings by Antoine Watteau (Cowart 2008: 14). It also generated its own language, 

offering a set of rhetorical conventions and a lexis in which to discuss relations between the 

sexes. Galanterie was expressed in overblown flattery of women by men: male desire 

expressed itself as ‘soupirs’ or ‘plaintes’ addressed to women whose ‘doux regard’ and 

‘doux appas’ pierced the heart, and whose indifference made them ‘cruelles’. The 

vocabulary of galanterie, with its “piercing”, “conquering” and “surrendering”, added a 

frisson of sexual connotation to discourse between the sexes. Galanterie was a celebration of 

leisured sociability, of pleasures such as music and dancing, of a reinvigorated cult of love. 

 

Galanterie as both a social and artistic phenomenon was associated in some quarters with 

libertinage and immorality. Ecclesiastics protested that the preoccupation with love 

relationships in worldly entertainments would inevitably lead to depravity. This was the 
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message, for example, of père Jean Lejeune’s ‘Sermon LXII contre les bals, les danses ou 

les comédies et autres divertissements mondains qui sont les allumettes de luxure’ 

(Lejeune 1688; cited in Tin 2008: 120). The Jansenist Pierre Nicole complained in his Traité 

de la comédie of 1667 that the erotic culture promulgated in court spectacle and on the 

public stage was highly dangerous and needed to be controlled. The poet and critic 

Boileau (1735: 136) also criticised the theatrical obsession with love and gallantry. His 

description of operas in one of his Épîtres could equally well be applied to the Psyche 

ballets: 

Ces danses, ces héros à voix luxurieuse; 

[…] Ces discours sur l’Amour seuls roulants, 

Ces doucereux Renauds, ces insensez Rolans; 

[…] A l’Amour, come au seul Dieu suprême, 

On doit immoler tout, jusqu’à la vertu même: 

Qu’on ne saurait trop tôt se laisser enflammer; 

Qu’on n’a reçu du Ciel un cœur que pour aimer; 

Et tous ces Lieux communs de Morale Lubrique 

Que Lulli réchauffa des sons de sa musique. 

Commenting on Boileau’s lines, Le Maître (1939: 85) provides a catalogue of people, 

places and practices associated with galanterie and the seventeenth-century cult of love:  

Point n’était besoin d’y encourager cette société qui gravitait autour de l’Hôtel de 

Rambouillet, des salons des Précieuses, du Temple, des cours de Vaux, du Louvre 

et bientôt de Ninon. Ces habitués de la Carte du Tendre avaient-ils en tête d’autre 

divinité que l’Amour?.  

The Temple he alludes to was a fortress in the Marais, standing outside Parisian police 

jurisdiction, known as a gathering-place for libertines; Vaux-le-Vicomte was the chateau 

of Louis XIV’s Superintendent of Finances, Nicolas Fouquet, who hosted fêtes attended by 

artists and the beau monde; and Ninon de Lenclos was a celebrated salonnière, also famous 

for remaining unmarried and taking a series of lovers. In effect, galanterie was associated 

with a spectrum of behaviour ranging from polite and respectful manners in love to the 

unconstrained pursuit of sexual gratification. 

 

Habib points out (2006: 189) that sexual morality was more relaxed at court than in the 

rest of French society. Amorous dalliance formed part of aristocrats’ hedonistic lifestyles, 
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along with gaming, feasting and theatrical entertainments. Sex was an important currency 

at the French court. For the King to have mistresses was a sign of his virility and potency. 

Women who shared the bed of the sovereign could acquire considerable influence over 

him, if only temporarily (Gibson 1989: 206). According to Habib (2006: 189), ‘A la cour, 

[…] l’impératif de sagesse se dégrade en impératif de discrétion’. This phenomenon is 

symbolised in Psyche 2 in a series of entrées in which famous lovers and mischievous 

spirits are followed by personifications of Silence, Discretion and Secrecy who, according 

to the livret, ‘viennent loger dans le Palais de Cupidon’ (p.312). The words of their song 

suggests that lovemaking is encouraged so long as it remains secret: 

Nous aurions beaucoup à dire, 

Nous ne disons rien pourtant, 

Et nous voulons qu’on soupire 

Encore qu’on soit content. (p.312) 

In effect, there were two distinct value systems in operation in elite society in seventeenth-

century France: the pre-existing religious tradition that preached the mortification of 

desire, and the new discourse of love that celebrated it. 

 

Love in Court Ballet 

Love was a popular topic throughout the history of court ballet, but its depiction was not 

always positive. The earliest known full-length ballet, Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581), 

portrayed the love Circe inspires in Ulysses as a dangerous enchantment from which the 

hero of the Odessey needed to be liberated, just as France needed liberation from the 

violence of the wars of religion. A number of large-scale ballets du roi in the early years of 

Louis XIII’s reign perpetuated this negative representation. These adhered to the formula 

of the ‘deliverance ballet’, typically inspired by the epic romances of Ludovico Ariosto 

and Torquato Tasso, in which evil enchantresses cast spells on unfortunate knights 

fighting the Crusades. In 1610, Le Ballet de Monsieur de Vendôme featured the maleficent 

female magician, Alcine, who punished crusading knights-errant who refused her 

advances by turning them into monsters. Then, in 1617, in Le Ballet de la délivrance de 

Renaud, the evil sorceress, Armide, cast a love-spell on the Christian crusader, Renaud. 

The story of a French knight falling in love with an evil enchantress served as an allegory 

for France succumbing to religious conflict, corruption, internal rebellion and foreign 
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threats. Love was instrumentalised for propaganda purposes in these productions: only 

the monarch could break the enchantment and save the kingdom from its enemies. 

 

In Psyche 1, love was presented in a more positive light, probably because it was a queen’s 

ballet. Canova-Green speculates that the story of ‘Cupid and Psyche’ was chosen in 1619 

because it lent itself naturally to ‘des développements galants’ and was therefore 

considered a suitably ‘feminine’ subject for the ballet de la reine  (Canova-Green 2010: 148). 

It provided a striking contrast to the ‘masculine’, martial themes of the king’s ballet, Le 

Ballet de Tancrède, performed five days earlier. Amorous themes featured in other queen’s 

ballets during the reign of Louis XIII. For example, in Le Grand Ballet de la Reyne 

représentant le Soleil (1621), the relationship between Anne of Austria and Louis XIII is 

portrayed through love poetry supposedly addressed to the king by the queen: 

Le pouvoir d’un amour extrême 

Qui m’a soumise à vostre loy 

Me change si bien en vous-mesme 

Que je ne suis que vous et cesse d’estre moy. (Bordier 1621: 15) 

Another queen’s ballet, Le Grand Ballet de la Reyne représentant les fêtes de Junon la Nopcière 

(1623), is a celebration of love and matrimony containing a ‘Récit de Vénus et des Amours’ 

who sing: 

O trop heureux! ceux qui de nos traits  

Sentent les attraicts;  

Le temps passe doucement,  

A celuy qui le perd en aymant. (Boisrobert 1623: 5) 

Although monarchical triumphalism replaced amorous motifs in Richelieu’s political 

ballets, the theme of love remained prominent in ballets à entrées, which were often framed 

as performances offered to the women in the audience by the all-male casts in order to 

win their love. The ‘burlesque’ ballets popular during the 1620s and ‘30s, characterised by 

absurdity, whimsy and obscene humour, treated love in an exaggerated, parodic fashion. 

For example, in Le Ballet royal du grand bal de la douairière de Billebahaut (1626), exotic 

peoples from the four corners of the world come to celebrate the marriage of the 

eponymous Dowager to a certain Fanfan de Sotteville. In a parody of courtly love poetry, 
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the women of the Grand Turc’s harem lament the sexual inadequacy of the eunuchs who 

guard them: 

[…] Ces monstres de nature 

Ont des clefs pour notre Serrail, 

Mais non pas pour nostre serrure. (Canova-Green 2012a: 125) 

‘Notre serrure’ carries a double meaning relating to women’s sexual organs, which the 

eunuchs, being castrated, supposedly cannot access. 

 

During Louis XIV’s minority and early reign, an upsurge in court entertainments and 

festivities coincided with a reinvigoration of love as the topic for ballets (Christout 2005: 

85). When court life resumed fully after the Fronde (1648-1653), the themes of pleasure-

seeking and lovemaking reflected a reassertion of hedonism as a mark of aristocratic 

identity. Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour was one of a number of large-scale 

ballets royaux evoking the pleasures of love; others include Les Nopces de Pelée et de Thétis 

(1654), Le Ballet des plaisirs (1655), Le Ballet de la galanterie du gemps (1656), Le Ballet d’Amour 

malade (1657), Hercule amoureux (1662) and Le Ballet des amours déguisés (1664).  

 

‘Amour’ in the Ballets de Psyché 

Analysing the representation of love in the Psyche ballets involves exploring a broad 

spectrum of states and emotions. Apuleius’s Cupid and Psyche incorporates many facets of 

amorous relations: first love, the first sexual experience, sensuality, desire, seduction, 

promiscuity, jealousy, devotion, protectiveness, marriage, self-sacrifice, and self-

abasement. The ballet versions incorporate many of these elements, but also approach the 

story with new attitudes to love derived from précieux and galant reinventions of courtoisie. 

Both ballets use the word ‘amour’ repeatedly and in preference to any other label for 

amorous relations. The proper noun Amour refers to Cupid, god of Love. Psyche 1 also 

features his representatives, ‘les petits Amours’ (little Cupids) and ‘les Génies d’Amour’ 

(Spirits of Love). A great deal of wordplay in Psyche 2 derives from the conflation of god 

and emotion, for example in expressions such as ‘la Loy d’Amour’ (p.304) and ‘le 

triomphe d’Amour’ (p. 294). The uncapitalised noun amour is polysemic, denoting a wide 

spectrum of activities and sentiments. In Psyche 1, the livret states in Entrée 3 that Cupid 

met Psyche and ‘en deuint amoureux’ (p.151), meaning that he ‘fell in love with her’; on 
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the other hand, in the Ballet des Genies d’Amour (Entrée 7) ‘delices & mignardises 

d’amour’ (p.152) alluded to in the description are an implicit reference, at least for 

members of the audience familiar with Apuleius’s account, to Cupid and Psyche’s nightly 

sexual encounters. In Psyche 2, the verses for Louis XIV in the role of the Spring (Part I, 

Entrée 2) suggest that the ladies of the court cannot help but ‘luy rendre / Cet amour qu’il 

leur a donné’ (p.295). The term ‘amour’ here has a number of possible meanings: the love 

that the season of Spring has brought into the women’s lives, the love the sovereign has 

for them as his subjects, or, perhaps, more intimate love on the part of the king for a 

chosen few. In Part I Entrées 7-8, the Bacchae tearing Orpheus apart are described as 

‘éprises de la fureur d’amour’, that is seized with a fury of desire. Thus, the word ‘amour’ 

can signify anything from flirtation to sexual intercourse, from tenderness to raging lust, 

depending on the context. The conceit of conventionalised mythology within the galant 

discourse is that Cupid, the god of Love, is all-powerful and can inspire a vast range of 

different emotions and behaviours in mortals. There is also a presumption built into the 

ballets that this love occurs between a man and a woman. However, as discussed in 

Chapter 4, Psyche 2 includes elements of ambiguity relating to gender and sexual 

orientation, focused primarily on Louis XIV’s brother Philippe d’Anjou, that suggest both 

an interest in, and anxiety about, potential deviations from this norm. 

 

In representing love and desire on the stage, the creators of ballets were constrained by 

the fact that sexual relations could not be presented or discussed overtly in court 

entertainments. The vers pour les personnages for Psyche 2 might contain a great deal of 

ribald humour, but it took the form of innuendo rather than overt statements. While 

romantic love could be depicted and debated, sexuality and the sexual act itself could 

only be alluded to in coded form. Sexual morality was indissolubly linked to religion 

during this period: even if sexual dalliance was part of normal court life, sex outside of 

marriage remained a sin in the eyes of the Church. As the king was supposedly god’s 

representative on earth (see Chapter 4), it was not something the sovereign or his family 

could be officially and overtly associated with, however dissolute their personal lives 

might be. Failure to meet acceptable moral standards was characterised as offending 

‘l’honnêteté publique’ or ‘la pudeur’ (Rosellini 2009: 73, 80). This led to a coded depiction 

of sexuality, for example through the incorporation of characters like Venus and Cupid 
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who offered ready-made allegories of sensuality and desire; and the use of conventional 

fictional locations such as the garden and the palace with their associations derived from 

previous ballets and operas of luxury and sensual indulgence. However, the most potent 

code, one that helped to saturate the ballets with sexual connotation, was that of galanterie: 

an interrogation of galant language and ideology therefore runs throughout the analysis 

that follows of the representation of love in the Psyche ballets. 

 

3.2 Constructing the Lover in the Ballets de Psyché 

The figure of the lover in the Psyche ballets is a complex, hybrid entity. Chapter 2 

highlighted the essentialising tendencies of court ballet, and established that the 

characters in the Psyche productions were first and foremost dancing archetypes. 

However, in representing love and lovers, two further factors come into play: the 

stereotypes of lover and love object emanating from galanterie; and the intermixing of the 

love lives of the performers with that of their characters in the vers pour les personnages. 

The figure of the lover in the Psyche productions is a tripartite construction created by 

combining a theatrical architype, a galant stereotype and the reputations in matters of love 

of the performers themselves. The vers pour les personnages provides a running 

commentary that rhetorically manipulates the congruities and incongruities between 

these elements. The verses assess whether noble dancers possess the essential attributes of 

their characters and fulfil the criteria for gallant suitor or love object, as well as 

highlighting aspects of performers’ personal appearances and amorous affairs that may 

resemble or contrast with those of the fictional lovers they embody. 

 

Galanterie and the Ballets de Psyché 

The story of ‘Cupid and Psyche’, a tale of the triumph of love over adversity, leant itself 

easily to a galant interpretation. The poetry associated with the ballets is drenched in 

galant attitudes and vocabulary. In particular, gallant discourse provided a set of 

conventions for depicting lovers. Many of the dramatis personae in the Psyche ballets are 

either in love themselves, or the objects of someone else’s love. These characters, who are 

already archetypes – of gods, goddesses, winds, cooks, gladiators or madmen –, are also 

construed as galant stereotypes in livret descriptions and the verses. The goddesses in 
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Psyche 1 are drawn from the standard theatrical repertoire of mythological figures: 

however, they are also represented in the vers as typical feminine love objects of galanterie, 

that is unattainable beauties breaking the hearts of their admirers. As Thetis declares in 

her verses, ‘Tous les Dieux sont au desespoir, / Leurs souspirs n’ont sceu m’esmouvoir’ 

(p.155). Similarly, Part II of Psyche 2 offers a parade of masculine lovers who, as the livret’s 

descriptions make clear, correspond to the galant model in being ‘vaincus par’ (conquered 

by) or ‘blessez par’ (wounded by) love. These include: ‘Iupiter, Apollon, Mars, & Mercure, 

vaincus autrefois par l’Amour’ (p.313); ‘Neptune blessé sous les eaux pour Thétis & puis 

pour Amphitrite’ (p.318); and ‘Quelques Chasseurs […] blessez par l’amour’ (p.319). 

Psyche 2 also offers an alternative, more libertine version of the gallant lover who, like the 

marquis de Saucour / Ulysses is ‘brave en guerre, brave en amour’ (p.311). The motivation 

of such men in matters of love is the 'dessein de faire des conquestes’ (p.298). Thus, the 

reshaping of theatrical archetypes according to the conventions of galanterie is a key 

process in the construction of the lover in the Psyche ballets. 

 

Lovers On and Off the Stage 

It could be argued that performance in ballets by the nobility was simply an extension of 

the non-stop performance of court life. Elias (1983: 240) offers the following account of 

courtiers’ self-presentation: 

It may be that in the life of court people the exact nuance of a smile, the various 

shades of good manners, the whole complex elaboration of behaviour to match the 

rank and status of a given social partner, originally has the character of a disguise 

learned by conscious practice. But the capacity for a conscious shaping of the self 

is developed in societies the specific structure of which demands an extensive and 

constant masking of momentary emotional impulses as a means of social survival 

and success, a masking that becomes an integral feature of personality structure. If 

a courtier looks into a mirror as an adult, he finds that what was first a consciously 

assumed mask has become a part of his face.  

Elias suggests that courtiers’ lives entailed continual performance for, and spectation of, 

other courtiers, in a world where ‘l’être s’abolit dans le paraître, où le paraître devient 

l’être, où la présence d’un regardant est indispensable à la construction de l’identité du 

regardé’ (Canova-Green 1993: 33). Thus, the court ballet stage can be seen as a microcosm 



110 
 

of the larger theatre of court life. Whatever the ostensible topic or theme, a court ballet 

constituted ‘une mise en scène par elle-même de la cour’ (Gély 2006: 204), a mirror 

reflecting back to courtiers an idealised version of their own lives. Both onstage and off, 

therefore, aristocrats not only performed for themselves, that is for other nobles, but also 

performed themselves, in the sense of presenting a public version of their personalities to 

their fellow courtiers. In doing so, they sought to impress others with their personal 

agréments. In a literal sense, an agrément was an ornament of dress; in a figurative sense, it 

referred to pleasing aspects of a person’s appearance or personality: ‘ce qui est agreable, 

ou ce qui contribuë à le rendre tel’ (Furetière 1690); or ‘qualité par laquelle on plaist’ 

(Grand Dictionnaire de l'Académie françoise, 1694). The desire to produce a positive 

impression, whether in a ballet or at court more generally, was partly motivated by the 

practical necessity of securing preferment. As Elias (1983: 53) observes, while aristocrats of 

the ancien régime had no ‘profession’ in today’s terms, the necessity to sustain and enhance 

their social position imposed on them ‘obligations no less strict and compulsions no less 

powerful than the ones acting on modern people […] in professional life’. Foster (1998: 23) 

points out that in both court ballets and balls, ‘facility and composure in dance signal 

competence at and stature within general courtly life’. Courtiers’ standing could therefore 

rise or fall according to their degree of accomplishment in this arena. A successful 

performance in a ballet could help to secure the patronage of the king, the Queen or one 

of the ‘grands’, nobles with powerful positions at court, which could lead to 

appointments, pensions and titles.  

 

The vers pour les personnages played an important role in aristocratic self-presentation. 

Poets normally composed verses exclusively for the noble and royal dancers appearing in 

a ballet, omitting performers from the lower orders. In Psyche 1, for example, De 

Gombauld produced vers for the queen and her ladies, but not for the professional singers 

and dancers playing Venus, Cupid and Psyche. The names of the artists interpreting these 

starring roles are not even supplied in the livret. In Psyche 2, although professional dancers 

and singers are named in the cast list for each entrée, they are left out of the verses, which 

are entirely dedicated to the royal and noble performers. Ballet verses tended to include 

aspects of performers’ real lives, including their love lives, in their descriptions of 

characters. In Psyche 1, De Gombauld referenced Anne of Austria’s real-life relationship 
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with Louis XIII, but was unable to comment on the ladies dancing with her as they had 

not yet been cast when he wrote their stanzas. In the vers for Psyche 2, however, Benserade 

cleverly mixes the physical appearance, reputations and personal circumstances of 

aristocratic dancers with the attributes of their roles, usually for comic effect. Benserade’s 

contemporary, the writer Charles Perrault (1687: 310–11), famously described the ballet 

poet’s technique: ‘le coup porte sur le personnage, et le contrecoup sur la personne’. As 

Prest (2006: 84) observes, ‘In the ballet de cour […], the performer is always double, 

appearing on the stage as his/herself and in his/her role’. Welch (2017: 25) argues that the 

vers pour les personages, by constantly reminding the audience of who was dancing each 

role, served to affirm the continuity of the courtier’s real identity, ensuring ‘the 

consistency of the performer’s persona in spite of his or her costume’. This runs contrary 

to de Pure’s injunctions to dancers (pp.295–96) to efface themselves behind their 

characters. Perhaps it would have meant a loss of cast for members of the elite to hide 

their identity completely behind a fictional role: a king remained a king even in disguise, 

and so therefore must a duke, a duchess, a count or a countess. As Canova-Green (1997: 

27) observes: ‘le rôle lui-même passe au second plan et le personnage s’efface derrière la 

personne du danseur’. In other words, Benserade’s verses effectively reverse de Pure’s 

model of the ideal performance. For an audience made up primarily of courtiers, dancers 

such as the marquis de Genlis or the duchesse de Mercœur attracted interest in their own 

person, whatever role they were playing, and the verses ensured that the audience’s 

attention remained firmly focused on the dancer behind the mask. Thus, the personal 

attributes of performers added another layer of representation to court ballet characters 

formed by the amalgamation of dancing archetype and gallant stereotype. 

 

Although the commentary in many ballet verses complimented performers on their 

agréments, those composed by Benserade for Psyche 2 also contained mocking flattery, 

uncomplimentary remarks, even outright derision. To cite just two examples, both of 

which are discussed in more detail later in this chapter, the marquis de Genlis is mocked 

for his pock-marked face and Mlle de Villeroy is laughed at for having a flat chest and 

being over thirty. While royalty is insulated from ridicule, performance in one of the 

ballets royaux for which Benserade produced vers during the reign of Louis XIV involved a 

degree of risk for courtiers. Although the ballets provided the opportunity to perform 
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alongside his majesty and attract the attention of les grands, they also exposed performers 

to mockery and gossip in texts available not only to those attending the performance, but 

also to those reading the livret at a later date. It is possible, however, that being mocked 

and gossiped about by Benserade constituted a badge of honour, a marker of belonging to 

an exclusive elite, so perhaps this treatment simply had to be tolerated and laughed off. 

 

Most importantly as regards the representation of love, court ballets provided 

opportunities for courtiers to present themselves as potential lovers or marriage partners, 

and to appraise others for this purpose. As Jennifer Nevile (2018: 34) has noted, 

‘throughout early modern Europe dancing was an activity which both men and women 

were able to enjoy together. Even if only women or only men were dancing, there was 

usually the possibility of attracting the attention of members of the audience by one’s 

performance’. This applied not only to the balls that were staples of court life, but also to 

performing in and attending ballets de cour. As Prest (2006: 87) asserts, ‘French court ballet 

may be understood not simply as entertainment, but as a potential means of seduction or, 

at the very least, as a forum for the discussion of male-female relations at court’. In Psyche 

2, many of Benserade’s stanzas involve assessing performers’ desirability as lovers or 

marriage prospects. This entails an unsparing appraisal of dancers’ physical appearance 

and ability to attract lovers, and an unremitting focus on the love lives of the noble 

participants. 

 

In Psyche 2, Benserade’s vers pour les personnages add a further dimension to the 

representation of love by exploiting aristocratic performers’ reputations at court, 

particularly gossip concerning their matrimonial affairs, romances, sexual conquests and 

infidelities.7 Benserade included veiled allusions to potential marriages that would have 

been understood by many courtiers. For example, lines for Mlle de Neuillan playing on 

her role as one of the Three Graces refer to a forthcoming marriage to the marquis de 

Froulay (p.304 Note 18): 

Sa modestie est sans seconde,  

 
7 I am indebted to Marie-Claude Canova-Green for the footnotes in her edited compilation of 

Ballets pour Louis XIV (1997) detailing the real-life amorous affairs referenced by Benserade. I have 

incorporated some of her findings and added observations of my own. 
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Et son Amant sans doute aura  

La meilleure grace du monde 

Alors qu’il la possedera (p.304). 

A further set of verses allude to the fact that Mlle de Gourdon, although a relative of the 

English Stuarts, was poor by aristocratic standards and therefore had to rely on her 

beauty to make a good marriage (p.305 Note 19): 

Quand vous ne seriez pas faite comme vous estes,  

[…] 

Quand pour vaincre vn Amant vous n‘auriez que cette arme,  

Suffiroit-elle pas ? (p.305) 

Verses for Mlle de Manneville, playing a Nymph, remind the reader that she is one of the 

Queen’s six maids of honour, and suggest that their number could easily be reduced to 

five. For this to occur ‘L'Amour auecque l’Hymenée / N’ont qu’à parler tous deux d’vn 

ton clair & distincq’ (p.297). Love and marriage are presented here as separate entities 

needing to speak with a single voice, suggesting a conjoining of the précieux ideal of 

marriage in which love is an essential component and the traditional view of matrimony 

as a financial and dynastic contract. Benserade’s lines in fact refer to a possible marriage 

for Mlle de Manneville to the duc de Damville, who had been in love with her since 1654 

and was here invited to declare himself (p.297 Note 13). Benserade refers to this affair 

twice more in the ballet. The first occasion is in verses for the duc de Damville in the role 

of Beauty that allude to another, superior ‘beauté’, presumably Mlle de Manneville:  

La supresme Beauté que tout le monde adore 

Releuera bien-tost de mon sacré pouuoir,  

Et si je ne l’ay pas encore,  

Pour le moins j’aspire à l’auoir. (p.304) 

The second is when the duc de Damville is dancing the role of a Moorish Slave in the suite 

of Cleopatra, discussed in detail below. In fact, when he did propose in 1657, Mlle de 

Manneville’s mother refused to give her consent to the match (p.297 Note 13).  

 

Benserade also makes reference to performers’ extra-marital affairs, finding comic 

inspiration in similarities or discrepancies between fiction and reality. For example, the 

conte du Lude, playing Ruggiero (Roger), is gently mocked for his infidelities in a manner 
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that deliberately confuses his fictional role with his real-life reputation. Speaking in the 

first person, the poet observes that in Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, Roger only has one 

Bradamante (his beloved), but in the case of this particular Roger / conte du Lude, ‘j’en 

sçay pour le moins cinq ou six par delà’ (p.310). Benserade also refers to the multiple love 

affairs of the duc de Guise, including a liaison with Mlle de Pons, one of the Queen’s 

maids of honour, which had caused a scandal (p.319 note 28). The verses for the duc de 

Guise connect his role as the ocean god Neptune with the changeable nature of the sea 

and his equally changeable amorous behaviour: 

Puis que l’onde est soûmise à vostre obeïssance, 

Et puis que vous regnez sur la mesme inconstance 

Vn peu de changement ne vous sied point trop mal, 

Vous pouuez entre cent partager vos tendresses, 

Et sans vous consumer brusler pour cent Maistresses. (p.319) 

Further references to performers’ love affairs can be found in verses for the marquis 

d’Aluy and the duc de Roquelaure, representing two of ‘les quatres Elemens composant le 

monde’ (fire, water, air and earth). Canova-Green speculates that the lines attributed to 

the marquis d’Aluy – ‘Qu’à celle qui me plaist ie plaise seulement, / Et que ie sois son 

Element’ (p.321) – refer to his assiduous courtship of Mme de Saint-Germain Beaupré 

(p.321 Note 33). Verses for the duc de Roquelaure are apparently references to his 

multiple love affairs and their inevitable complications (p.321 Note 32). Benserade wittily 

compares him to the other elements that, according to Neoplatonic philosophy, arose out 

of discord and were kept in harmony by love: 

J’estois plus auant qu’eux dans la confusion, 

Et seul plus intrigué que tous les trois ensemble, 

Mais grace à mon adresse, il n’est point d’Element 

Qui se soit du chaos tiré plus galament. (pp.320-21) 

A set of lines for the duchesse de Roquelaure as Medea make an ambiguous allusion to 

the age of her admirers: 

Elle possede l’art de rajeunir les gens  

En sorte qu’à la Cour ce seroit vn prodige  

De soupirer pour elle, & de passer quinze ans. (p.307) 

It is unclear whether Benserade means that she attracts the attentions of younger men, 

that she herself prefers younger men, or that she has the power to ‘rajeunir’ older men 
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and make them act like fifteen-year-olds. The verses for Psyche 2 contain many similar 

clues that are difficult for the modern reader to interpret. For example, the following lines 

for the conte du Lude as Pomona, cross-cast as the goddess of Fruit, may contain 

paedophilic overtones:  

Les fruits sous mon authorité 

Sont bien-tost en maturité, 

Et par vne vertu secrette 

Quelque ingrat que soit le terroir, 

Il n’est si petite fleurette 

Que je ne fasse bien valoir. (p.298) 

The final two lines appear to suggest that the conte had a penchant for very young 

women, but it is impossible to confirm this without further information. No doubt many 

in the audience would have known the key to these riddles. For the assembled courtiers, 

Benserade’s vers pour les personnages constituted a combination of gossip magazine and 

guessing game, adding a frisson of rumour and scandal to the depiction of love on the 

stage.  

 

The representation of love extends beyond the story of Cupid and Psyche to include not 

only a range of other characters, but also the dancing courtiers themselves. The marital 

alliances and love affairs of the king and other members of the royal family appearing in 

the ballets also feature prominently in the verses: their treatment is discussed in Chapter 

4. The dramatis personae in the Psyche ballets are framed simultaneously as archetypes 

and gallant stereotypes, to which aspects of the performer’s own personality and 

reputation have been added, such that the performer often emerges more strongly than 

the character. Through the vers pour les personnages, ballet poets were able to shape the 

representation of love and desire. They used aspects of the role to comment on the 

performer, and attributes of the performer to reflect on the nature of the role. The verses 

thereby provided a metatheatrical reminder of the artificiality of the proceedings, which 

this genre never attempted to disguise, as well as a reflection on the court ballet 

experience. This very specific form of metatheatricality is at the core of court ballet as an 

artform, and is the foundation for the representation of love, as well as the staging of 

monarchy discussed in Chapter 4. 
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3.3 Objects of Desire 

Within the discourse of gallantry, women are cast as the focus of the amorous devotion of 

men. Given the hybrid nature of stage identities in the Psyche ballets, the portrayal of 

women as objects of desire applies equally to female characters and the performers who 

embody them. Women are generally defined by the male attention they attract, rather 

than by their own desires. Although mutual love is hinted at in places, for example 

between the duc de Damville and Mlle de Manneville in Psyche 2, women in these 

productions do not express desire for men. This is in marked contrast to Apuleius’s text, 

in which Psyche articulates her passion for her unknown husband repeatedly: ‘I love and 

adore you to distraction, whoever you are, as I love my own life’ (p.57). The ballet verses 

are written according to the gallant convention in which desire travels in one direction, 

from men towards women. This applies whether women are being admired as beautiful 

objects or perceived as ripe for seduction. There are notable exceptions to this in Psyche 2, 

however, and these are discussed below. Galanterie as articulated in the ballets throws up 

contradictions with regard to gender relations. Women are expected to be beautiful, 

which makes them desirable to the male sex, but because they are desirable they are 

potentially dangerous to men. Furthermore, women are praised for defending their 

honour, yet the constant focus on their physical attractiveness puts their honour at risk by 

exposing them to the attentions of male seducers whose objective is to wear down their 

defences. 

 

Female Beauty 

According to the ballet verses, beauty is an indispensable attribute for both female 

performers and the characters they impersonate. Although other characteristics are 

praised in women, including youth, modesty, grace, and wit, beauty is the most 

important as it is what makes them sexually desirable. It is not surprising that beauty 

should feature prominently in the Psyche ballets, given the crucial role it plays in the 

original story. It is Psyche’s superlative loveliness that provokes Venus’s jealousy, thereby 

setting the plot in motion. This aspect of the fable is foregrounded in the 1656 ballet by 

bringing Psyche on stage in the company of the allegorical figure of Beauty, as well as the 
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Three Graces, also personifications of feminine loveliness. Most importantly, however, 

beauty is an essential female characteristic within the gallant code that casts women as 

love objects of men. As Habib (2006: 48) explains, ‘La galanterie […] part d’une 

connivence sur le fait que les femmes plaisent. Elles sont posées d’emblée comme l’objet 

du désir des hommes’. The verses for Themis (Psyche 1) express this succinctly: ‘Ma 

beauté me fait désirer’ (p156). The words beautés and belles serve as synonyms for ‘women’ 

in gallant vocabulary (see Prest 2006: 87): as Zephyr and Flora sing in Psyche 2 describing 

Louis XIV / Spring surrounded by female courtiers, ‘De toutes les Beautez il est 

enuironné’ (p.295). In other words, the king is surrounded by performers who simply by 

being female are beautiful by definition within the galant system, regardless of their actual 

physical appearance. As Prest notes (2006: 100), this automatic beautifying of women is 

double-edged: ‘While on one level this is a means of flattering the ladies of the court, it is 

also, on another, a means of imposing upon them a man-made feminine ideal’. Beauty 

features prominently in both ballets as the key determinant of women’s ability to attract 

lovers, but it is treated very differently in the two productions.  

 

Because De Gombauld wrote the vers for Psyche 1 before the ladies in waiting had been 

chosen for their roles, he could not make allusions to the personal appearance of specific 

performers. Instead, the Psyche 1 verses play on the conventional qualities associated with 

the sixteen different goddesses, such as the warlike nature of Bellona and the wisdom of 

Minerva. De Gombauld’s vers are written in the first person, as if the goddesses were 

either presenting themselves to the reader (Juno, Thetis, Flora, Fortuna, Aurora, Iris, 

Pomona and Pales), addressing their admirers (Diana, Ceres, Bellona, Victoria, Hebe), or 

appealing directly to the king (Minerva, Astraea) or the people of France (Themis). The 

attractiveness of the goddesses / dames d’honneur is presented in very general terms: Juno 

boasts of ’mes appas diuers’ (p.154); Bellona alludes to ‘mes beautez’ (p.156) and claims 

her eyes have made numerous conquests (p.157), a standard trope of galant discourse. 

Only in the case of Pomona, goddess of Fruit, does the poet use double-entendre to allude 

to specific parts of the female anatomy. Referring to the quarrel between Hera, Athena 

and Aphrodite over the golden apple, Pomona declares:  

Trois Deesses pleines d’appas 

Pour la pomme d’or n’eurent pas  
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Vne si facheuse querelle,  

Que celle qu’auroient tous les Dieux 

Pour deux pommes que ie recelle, 

Si i’en faisois montre à leurs yeux. (p.158) 

These lines are the exception, however: there is no anatomising of women’s body parts in 

any other verses in Psyche 1. Instead, De Gombauld’s stanzas illustrate a courtois form of 

galanterie that views women’s beauty from a respectful distance. 

 

By contrast, Benserade’s verses for Psyche 2 are more directly focused on specific dancers. 

His lines for female performers, and for men cross-cast as women, lay great stress on 

physical appearance, and demonstrate greater licence in alluding to sexual matters than 

the verses for Psyche 1. The gender dynamic has changed from earlier ballets danced 

exclusively by men, such as Le Ballet du génie ou des inclinations (circa 1633) and Le Ballet de 

Cassandre (1651), which were framed as performances designed to win the hearts of the 

ladies in the audience. Although these works were performed to mixed audiences, the 

verses tended to address only the female spectators, as scholars have noted. Prest explains 

(2002: 127–28) that ‘the privileged spectator of ballet was female. This is testified to by the 

many récits addressed specifically “Aux Dames”’. As Franko expresses it (1993: 66), ‘stage 

and audience were dichotomized, dynamically gendered as male and female’. 

Commenting on the verses addressed to the feminine audience, Canova-Green remarks 

(2022: 217), ‘ces courts poèmes épigrammatiques servent de truchement aux danseurs 

autrement muets pour exprimer leur désir et vanter en termes parfois crus leurs parties 

viriles et leurs prouesses au lit. Les métaphores sexuelles y sont à foison’. Both Prest (2002: 

128) and Canova-Green (2022: 222) cite lines from Le Ballet de Cassandre (1651) to illustrate 

this: 

Belles dont les regards mettent nos cœurs en cendre,  

Quand nous aurons marqué le logis de cassandre 

Comme vous nous voyez fait d'esprit et de corps  

Aurez vous le coeur d'entreprendre  

De nous laisser coucher dehors? (Canova-Green 1997: 43) 

The first line addresses the ladies in the audience using the conventional euphemism 

‘belles’ and the standard trope of gallantry according to which beautiful women make 

men’s hearts burn with love. The dancers in this entrée are impersonating the ‘Mareschaux 
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des logis de Cassandre’, that is marshals in charge of setting up Cassandra’s pavilion. The 

second line, in which the marshals allude to marking or marking out Cassandra’s 

dwelling place, carries the potential double meaning of leaving their mark on her 

sexually. The final line reveals the male dancer’s ulterior motive for performing, 

suggesting that they are clearly hoping that the female spectators will be so impressed 

with their dancing that they will ‘not let them sleep outside’, in other words will agree to 

sleep with them. Spectacles like this in which aristocratic male dancers offered themselves 

as objects of desire to the ‘female gaze’ might appear to place women in a ‘male’ position 

of power. In fact, as both Prest (2002: 129) and Canova-Green (2022: 217) have shown, the 

verses reinforce a patriarchal pattern in which the aim of male performance is the sexual 

seduction of women: ‘Loin que l’échange entre le danseur et la spectatrice réponde aux 

exigences de la sexualité féminine, il passe en réalité par le désir masculin et sa quête de 

satisfaction’ (Canova-Green 2022: 217). The female spectator remains in the relatively 

passive role assigned her by gallant discourse, that of accepting or refusing male advances 

that, in this instance, are encoded in theatrical display. 

 

The presence of numerous women on stage alters the focus in Psyche 2: instead of 

expressing the endeavours of male performers to win female admiration in lines 

addressed ‘Aux Dames’, the verses present the female dancers through the ‘male gaze’. 

The term ‘male gaze’ derives from Laura Mulvey’s work on Hollywood films of the 1930s, 

‘40s and ‘50s (1989: 14) analysing the way film ‘reflects, reveals and even plays on the 

straight, socially established interpretation of sexual difference which controls images, 

erotic ways of looking and spectacle’. Benserade’s objectification of female performers 

resembles cinematic techniques identified by Mulvey (1989: 19) designed to ensure that ‘in 

a world ordered by sexual imbalance, pleasure in looking has been split between 

active/male and passive/female’. The use of a term coined to describe film might appear 

anachronistic in the context of court ballet. However, the discourse of galanterie, like the 

films described by Mulvey, positioned women as objects to be looked at by men. Through 

the vers pour les personnages, Benserade directed spectators’ perception of the female 

dancers, enabling the audience to share his male, heterosexual perspective on their 

desirability. In Psyche 2, the ‘male gaze’ is embodied in the figure of Beauty, performed by 

a man, the duc de Damville. Referring to a common belief that lovers become like their 

beloved, Beauty declares: 
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Puis que la Loy d’Amour veut que toute personne  

Se transforme en l’objet dont son coeur est tenté,  

Il ne faut pas que l’on s’étonne  

Si je suis la mesme Beauté. (p.304) 

According to this stanza, it is right for Beauty to be played by a man because beauty is 

what the duc de Damville, as a man, desires above all, thereby confirming the female 

position as focus of the male gaze and object of male desire. 

 

Throughout the ballet, Benserade points out female performers’ physical attributes, and 

implicitly invites spectators to join him in appraising them. He varies his point of view 

from one set of verses to the next: in some, he writes in the first person as the 

character/performer; in others, he adopts the role of a potential admirer, either describing 

characters/performers in the third person or addressing them directly. The verses for 

Psyche, played by the eighteen-year-old Mlle de Gramont, are written in the third person. 

They open with the words ‘Belle Psyché, plaine d’apas’ (p.303) and go on to evaluate her 

suitability as a lover for Cupid (Amour) / the marquis de Villeroy (see p 137 below). She is 

offered up to the assembled court for appraisal as a marriageable young woman, with 

Benserade providing an endorsement of her assets. Other female dancers are praised for 

‘vne beauté divine’ (duchesse de Roquelaure / Medea, p.307), ‘vne taille admirable’ (Mlle 

du Foüilloux / Armide, p.309), and a face that ‘en beauté surpasse tous les autres’ 

(duchesse de Mercœur / Nymph, p.295). The Three Graces who accompany Psyche and 

Beauty in Entrée 10, Mesdemoiselles de Nüeillan, de Gourdon and de la Porte, are 

subjected to detailed scrutiny of their physique. Addressing Mlle de Gourdon directly, 

Benserade enthuses: 

Vous auez vn beau teint, vn vif & doux regard,  

Vous estes tres-aymable, & tres-spirituelle,  

Mais ce qui m’a percé le coeur à vostre égard,  

C’est que je sçay de bonne part   

Que vous auez la jambe admirablement belle. (p.305) 

While flattering to the lady in question, this also constitutes a revelation of intimate 

secrets at a time when women’s legs were hidden under their skirts and never seen in 

public. It implies that the poet has been in conversation with an indiscreet admirer who 
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has been granted sight of her legs. Benserade also praises the appearance of Mlle de 

Nueillan, admiring her youthful freshness, her voluptuous figure and her pale skin: 

Cette belle a de la fraischeur,  

De l’embonpoint, de la blancheur. (p.304) 

Finally, he anatomises the parts of Mlle de la Porte: eyes that ‘dans le coeur des Mortels / 

Font vne blessure profonde’; a mouth ‘d’vn incarnat / Qui fait paslir toutes les roses’; and 

black hair that ‘Vous lie vn coeur, & puis en suite / Le serre si terriblement, / Qu’il ne 

sçauroit prendre la fuite’ (pp.305-06). These flattering lines may have a sting in the tail: the 

image of hair tightening around a heart to prevent escape could suggest possessiveness in 

love. The poet expresses further admiration for this Grace  

[…] dont les bras blancs, gros, & ronds  

Et la gorge à nous mettre en cendre,  

Sont veus de l’oeil dont les Larrons  

Regardent ce qu’ils n’osent prendre. (p.306) 

With the reference to ‘larrons’, Benserade not only evokes a male gaze, but also, 

potentially, the gaze of an abductor or rapist. Thus, the analysis of the female anatomy in 

Psyche 2 is forensic, even predatory, in contrast to the more generalised references to 

female beauty in Psyche 1. Benserade makes himself the judge in a beauty pageant, 

holding aristocratic women up to a high level of physical perfection and offering his 

assessment of their desirability.  

 

Whereas in Psyche 1 the beauty, and therefore the desirability, of female dancers is taken 

for granted, in Psyche 2 attractiveness is sometimes problematic, and not always 

guaranteed. Within the patriarchal system in which female courtiers had to operate, 

beauty was an important factor in obtaining admirers, husbands and influence over 

powerful men. It was not the only criterion, of course: wealth and family influence also 

played significant roles; but within the discourse of gallantry, it was the key attribute by 

which women were judged. According to the verses for Beauty in Psyche 2, 

C’est moy qui suis le but de chaque Demoiselle,  

C’est de moy seulement qu’elles font vn grand cas. (p.304)  

However, this essential tool for success was not given to all: 

Telle m’a sans le croire, & telle 

Pense m’auoir qui ne m’a pas. (p.304) 
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Benserade mocks what he sees as the self-deluding vanity of some of the female 

performers, including Olympe Mancini, niece of Cardinal Mazarin, whom he targets in 

her role as a Nymph: 

Croyez qu’en agrément nulle ne vous seconde,  

Que vous estes parfaite, & de corps, & d’esprit, 

Au moins ne sçais-je pas de Nymphe dans le monde 

Qui n’en crût de bon coeur les gens qui vous l’on dit. (p.296) 

The grammar here is convoluted, but Benserade appears to be suggesting that Olympe, 

like all nymphs, believes people who compliment her appearance – those who flatter her, 

perhaps, in order to curry favour with her uncle. The poet also suggests that the beauty of 

Mlle de Villeroy, playing Circe, is fake: 

A bien examiner les couleurs de son teint, 

 Ne diriez-vous pas qu’il soit peint? (p.307) 

This could mean that her complexion has the perfection of a painting, or alternatively that 

she is wearing makeup. Appealing directly to his readers with the words ‘ne diriez-vous 

pas…?’, the poet makes them complicit in judging Mlle de Villeroy’s appearance. 

Benserade goes on to make uncomplimentary observations about her flat chest and the 

fact that she is older than thirty: 

Sa gorge a deux boutons nouuellement esclos 

 Qui ne paressent guere gros, 

Et prouuent quatorze ans qui composent son âge,  

Sans qu’elle ait dauantage.  

 

Mais dites luy deux mots, l’enchantement se rompt  

Aussi-tost qu’elle vous respond,  

Et vous recognoissez comme chose aparente  

Qu’elle en a plus de trente. (p.308) 

The misogyny contained in these lines reveals the double bind in which elite women 

found themselves. In a society that expected women to be young and beautiful in order to 

be desired, and where male desire was crucial to social advancement, those who failed to 

conform to the standard, used artifice to achieve it, or, indeed, remained unmarried – and 

therefore presumably undesired by prospective husbands – at thirty, became targets for 

criticism and derision. 
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Psyche 2 also exemplifies a contradiction inherent in galanterie: although beauty is 

indispensable in women, and constitutes the key determinant of male desire, it also 

renders females inimical to men. As Mary Sheriff expresses it (2018: 73), ‘all women (and 

especially beautiful ones) could charm men in the metaphorical sense and through love or 

desire prompt them to act in unmanly ways, either wallowing in emasculating pleasure or 

losing their reason through extreme passion’. Within the rhetoric of gallantry, women’s 

beauty wounds, tortures, drives mad and kills helpless lovelorn men: the verses for Mlle 

de Bonneuil / Alcina allude to ‘cet aymable & dangereux poison / Qui par les yeux dans 

l’ame passe’ (p.308). However, the tropes of gallantry in the Psyche productions that 

endow women with fatal power over men are not necessarily as flattering as they may 

first appear. A beautiful woman’s physical charms and a witch’s evil charms are closely 

aligned. This was a recurring theme of early seventeenth-century deliverance ballets 

inspired by classical myths and the works of Ariosto and Tasso in which heroic knights 

fell under the spell of beautiful but evil enchantresses. The danger these supernatural 

females embodied was linked to the reversal of sexual norms, according to Sheriff (2018: 

2): 

In what was considered the “natural” course of events, a woman was defeated and 

a man victorious when he overcame her modesty and hence her resistance to 

sexual adventure. The enchantress, however, reversed this dynamic, for she 

captivated and thus captured a hero who fell prey to her physical charms and 

magical arts. 

The role of the enchantress had traditionally been played by cross-cast male performers in 

court ballets. For example, the celebrated male singer Marais took on the role of the 

female magician Armida in Le Ballet de la délivrance de Reanaud (1617). These malevolent 

seductresses also appear in Psyche 2, but in different incarnations and played by female 

courtiers: the ‘jeunes et belles magiciennes’ Circe, Alcina, Armida and Medea have been 

summoned to serve the god of Love. They are accompanied by their lovers, Ulysses, 

Ruggiero (Roger), Rinaldo (Renaud) and Jason, against whom they had practised trickery 

and violence in the original sources, but to whom they are now joined in archetypal 

couples similar to Cupid and Psyche. Curiously, Benserade foregrounds the theme of 

witchcraft in his verses for the feminine characters in this entrée, transforming the 
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powerful female magicians of Greek mythology and Italian romance into the witches of 

European folklore. He writes of Mlle de Bonneuil / Alcina that 

[…] cette petite Damnée 

Ne sort pas par la cheminée 

Quand il faut qu’elle aille au Sabat. (p.308) 

He then alludes to her potential lovers in a double-entendre playing on a cliché of 

witchcraft, the witch’s familiar: 

Heureux les Demons de sa suite 

Qui veilleront à sa conduite! 

Mais plus heureux le familier. (p.308) 

Mlle de Villeroy / Circe’s verses refer to witch-burning in lines devoid of the usual gallant 

flattery: 

Elle est trop dangereuse, il faudroit, où je meure, 

 La brusler toute à l’heure. (p.307) 

In seventeenth-century France, women were still being put on trial for witchcraft (Gibson 

1989: 208). This portrayal of women as dangerous, albeit done in jest, reveals the darker 

side of galanterie. Silvia Federici (2018: 31) argues in Witches, Witch-hunting, and Women 

(2018) that part of the motivation for witch hunts during this period was ‘the fear that 

women could bewitch men with their “glamour”, bring them under their power, and 

inspire in them such desire as to cause them to forget all social distances and obligations’. 

This results in ‘the portrayal of women’s sexuality as something diabolical, the 

quintessence of female “magic”’ (Federici 2018: 28). This fear of female sexuality, I would 

argue, is an undercurrent in galant imagery in the ballets portraying women as wounding, 

ensnaring and killing men with their beauty. The figure of the enchantress/witch is not 

merely the passive object of desire of the male subject: her sexual power, acting as it does 

on the male, constitutes her as a subject and endows her with agency, but in doing so 

renders her dangerous and in need of containment. Sheriff (2018: 73) sums up the 

misogynist attitudes underpinning this belief: ‘Not only had women as a group long been 

associated with diabolic possession but also by their nature all daughters of Eve were 

capable of provoking trouble in many domains. They were both more susceptible to the 

passions and less able to control them through reason’. It would appear that if female 

performers were to impersonate the sorceresses played by cross-cast men in earlier 

ballets, they needed to be constrained within the feminine ideal as ‘jeunes et belles 
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magiciennes’ and cut down to size as domestic witches rather than exotic enchantresses. 

The misogynist edge to Benserade’s stanzas, particularly those for Mlle de Villeroy, reveal 

underlying anxieties about the portrayal of actively desiring females by noble women. 

 

Male Beauty 

Although the men dancing in Psyche 2 are generally presented as active parties in the 

game of love (see Codes of Seduction below) rather than passive objects of desire, Benserade 

does comment on the appearance of dancing noblemen, either with humorous praise or 

ridicule. There appears to be an acknowledgement that, as with a woman, a man’s 

physical appearance affects his desirability as a lover or husband. Male attractiveness is 

presented as an advantage in the pursuit of sexual conquests. This is clearly spelled out in 

verses for the marquis de Villequier in the role of Vertumnus, god of Gardens, who is 

continually changing shape: 

Si vous auez dessein de faire des conquestes 

Ne changez pas de forme où vous estes perdu, 

Et tant que vous serez basty comme vous estes 

Tout l’amour pris par vous sera par vous rendu. (p.298) 

The last two lines suggest that his pleasing shape may even make him fall in love with 

himself. Such mockery of male vanity is an undercurrent in Benserade’s evaluations of 

masculine beauty elsewhere in the vers. He focuses particularly on the hair of male 

dancers, motivated no doubt by the prevailing fashion for long, curly wigs. In a sonnet 

penned for the duc de Candale in the role of Jason, Benserade exclaims, ‘Quelle taille! quel 

air! & quelle cheuelure!’ (p.309). He also pays a mocking compliment to the conte du Lude 

/ Roger, calling him ‘le plus cheuelu des modernes Blondins’ (p310). The expression 

‘blondins’ was applied to ‘les jeunes gallants qui font les beaux parce qu’ils portent 

d’ordinnaire des perruques blondes’ (Grand Dictionnaire de l’Académie françoise, 1694). This 

playful mockery is followed in both cases by praise for the male dancers’ successful sexual 

conquests.  

 

The main target of the poet’s ridicule, however, is the marquis de Genlis, who had been 

severely scarred by smallpox. His pockmarked face is the subject of recurring gibes. When 

de Genlis impersonates an Amorous Amazon, Benserade writes: ‘I’oserois assurer & ie 
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gagerois bien / Que vous auez le corps plus beau que le visage’ (p315). As Prest observes 

(2006: 95), ‘Because he is ugly, Genlis cannot be a woman (not even an Amazon woman), 

however he may dress’. Then, when he appears as Orpheus being torn to pieces by the 

Bacchae, the poet declares that de Genlis has been ugly from birth: ‘vostre propre mere / 

Commença la premiere à vous defigurer’ (p318). However, because Benserade’s verses 

also demonstrate appreciation for de Genlis’ skill as a seducer of women (see below), 

insults to his appearance have the quality of homosocial banter, contrasting with the cruel 

mockery of Mlle de Villeroy. Prest asserts (2006: 95) that it would have been unthinkable 

for Benserade to speak of female dancers in the same uncomplimentary terms as the 

marquis de Genlis, not only because this would have been ungallant, but also ‘because it 

served the male agenda to uphold the image of a woman as a beautiful object’. However, 

the sugar-coating of insult in gallant language, as in the case of Mlle de Villeroy, is a 

particularly underhand way of provoking laughter at someone’s expense; it also reaffirms 

that women’s primary function is to be desired by men, which requires conformity to an 

ideal of feminine beauty. For men, however, it would appear that beauty was neither an 

indispensable agrément, nor essential to success in the game of love. 

 

Unfeminine Females 

There are two sets of female characters played by cross-cast men in Psyche 2: the Amorous 

Amazons led by Monsieur as their queen Talestris (Part II, Entrée 3) and the Bacchantes 

‘eprises de la fureur d’amour’ for Orpheus (Part II, Entrées 7-8). It was common for men 

to play female roles in court ballets, which often had all-male casts. However, even when 

cross-cast as women, the biological sex of male performers was evident to the audience 

due to their shorter skirts (see Chapter 2). This variation in theatrical dress again 

contradicts de Pure’s directive to performers to disappear behind their roles (pp.295–96). 

The reason for this costume difference was partly that, unlike women, male dancers were 

allowed to show their legs, and were often required to display greater physical virtuosity 

than female dancers. It may also have been considered more bienséant within a patriarchal 

context for a male performer to be clearly marked out as a man playing a woman, than for 

him to run the risk of being perceived as genuinely female. However, feminine characters 

were not usually ‘drag’ roles, at least according to Judith Butler’s definition of ‘drag’ 

(2006: 42) as a cross-dressed performance that ‘plays upon the distinction between the 
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anatomy of the performer and the gender that is being performed’. Male dancers were not 

necessarily cast in female roles for comic effect (like British ‘pantomime dames’) or to 

display exaggerated femininity (like some modern female impersonators). The character 

of Psyche in the 1619 work was probably played by a male professional dancer without 

any undertones of comedy or gender ambiguity. Nevertheless, many ballet verses made 

humorous comparisons between the gender of the role and the biological sex of the 

performer, thereby drawing attention to the theatricality of the event. This was 

particularly true of male performers playing Amazons. As Prest notes (2006: 83), the 

cross-cast role of Amazon, whose defining characteristic was sexual indeterminacy, 

presents a particular challenge to the binary model of sexual identity: ‘the male sex of the 

performers, combined with their third category costumes, neatly characterises the 

amazons’ sexual identity as ambiguous’. Benserade exploited the potential presented by 

the cross-cast Amazon for gender confusion and ambivalent sexuality in his verses for the 

marquis de Genlis, discussed above, and for Philippe d’Anjou, analysed in Chapter 4. 

 

Both Amazons and Bacchae actively express their desires: they are subjects instead of 

passive objects. Prest (2006: 104) argues that the coexistence of female roles played by 

women and female roles played by cross-cast men in the ballets of the 1650s and ‘60s 

‘indicates that the relationship between performer and role was worked out differently for 

women and for men’. It was clearly acceptable for men to play a variety of roles, including 

those of women who deviated from gender norms, such as Amazons, or whose 

overwhelming passion led to extremes of violence, such as Bacchae. This was not the rule 

for women, however, as Prest explains (2006: 104): 

In the case of female dancers [...], it appears that a much closer correspondence 

between the qualities the women were supposed to possess and those of the 

characters they were performing was expected. […] The implication is that the 

feminine ideal must be upheld at every possible opportunity, whereas men are 

accorded more freedom to impersonate.’ 

Aristocratic female dancers therefore confined themselves to noble roles ‘par crainte 

d’impudicité’ (Christout 1993: 22). Clearly, female characters like Amazônes amoureuses 

and Bacchantes who actively expressed sexual desire were too transgressive to be played 

by noblewomen. In many cases, as Prest points out (2002: 130), ‘cross-cast female roles 
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serve to deride female behaviour that departs from the desired model of beautiful, 

seducible sex object’. Such roles also provided pretexts for witty wordplay in the verses 

on the discrepancy between the gender of the role and the cross-cast performer. However, 

as Prest notes (2002: 130), ‘that this is usually done humorously in no way detracts from 

its ultimate, subliminal message whereby women who do not conform to the court's 

desired model will themselves be ridiculed and cast out, or at least passed over’. If the 

prevalence of the Amazon in court ballet reveals a preoccupation with gender ambiguity, 

such characters are reinterpreted via the code of galanterie in terms that ultimately 

reinforce patriarchal and heterosexual norms.  

 

Codes of Seduction 

In the Psyche ballets, seduction of women by men is encoded in vocabulary normally 

associated with military attacks. This corresponds to the paradox of galanterie whereby 

women must at all cost defend their honour from male advances, whereas men must use 

all their powers of persuasion to overcome female resistance. As Prest observes (2006: 

103), the ideal woman is presented in the ballet verses as ‘beautiful, youthful, and chaste – 

but ultimately seducible’. The use of a military linguistic field is perhaps not surprising 

given that many of the gentlemen-dancers had fought in the king’s wars (Cowart 2008: 

44). Both Psyche ballets were staged during the carnival season when military campaigns 

were over for the winter and fighting men could enjoy the pleasures of court life, 

including amorous adventure (Canova-Green 1993: 35). However, the use of metaphors 

linking amorous advances to military assaults is very different in the two ballets. In 

employing these euphemisms, the verses for the 1619 work adopt a sober, respectful and 

chivalrous attitude to the goddesses / ladies-in-waiting. By contrast, the more risqué 

verses for the 1656 ballet suggest that sexual conquest was an end in itself for many male 

courtiers, one for which they would be applauded. These two distinct approaches 

correspond to the different strands of galanterie encapsulated by Viala in the opposition 

between the moderate amorous behaviour of le galant homme and the predatory sexual 

behaviour of l’homme galant (Viala 1997: 63–64).  
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In the earlier ballet, the goddesses played by the queen’s maids of honour are presented 

as highly desirable but absolutely unattainable. Using military imagery, the poet suggests 

that the goddesses will inevitably reject the suits of their admirers. The goddess Ceres, for 

example, is ‘assaillie’ (attacked) by would-be lovers: 

Ne vous flattez point d’esperance, 

Amans, vostre perseuerance 

Ne gaigne rien de m’assaillir. (p.155) 

Diana’s suitors are ‘trouppes insensees’ (p.155), ‘trouppes’ in this instance suggesting both 

a motley crew and armed forces. Not surprisingly, the goddess Victory’s verses play on 

the idea of martial success, equating resistance to amorous advances with military 

invincibility: 

I’ay pitié de vos destinees, 

Ames vainement obstinees 

A vouloir vaincre mes rigueurs: 

Vous aspirez à l’impossible: 

Moy qui rends les autres vainqueurs, 

Ne dois-je pas estre inuincible? (p.157) 

The ‘rigueurs’ attributed to Victory may signify rejection of marriage suits or immunity to 

seduction. This gallant code echoes medieval courtoisie in putting women on a pedestal: in 

this system, women’s value resided not just in their beauty but also in their chastity. 

Habib points out (2006: 180) that this attitude is paradoxical: ‘tout galant homme fait 

crédit aux femmes d’une sagesse qu’il menace par sa présence même’. The assumption 

made in this ballet, however, is that the goddesses – and by extension the women playing 

them – will be implacable defenders of their honour. 

 

The discourse of gallantry in the vers pour les personnages that accompanies Psyche 2 is very 

different: the subtext seems to be that ladies, rather than safeguarding their honour, might 

be open to amorous advances from men. This corresponds no doubt to a shift in the 

meaning of the word galanterie identified by Cowart (2008: 13) from an association with 

valour at the beginning of the seventeenth century to the connotation of love and pleasure 

which it had acquired by the 1650s. The verses resemble a seducer’s charter, and contain a 

disturbing undercurrent of sexual violence. They were, of course, written by a male poet, 
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but the apparent assumption is that both men and women will derive amusement and a 

frisson of the illicit from frequent references to male seduction of women. The gallant 

idiom of the verses reflects the fact that in worldly circles, ‘les hommes s’employaient à 

assouvir leurs désirs sans considération aucune’, turning women into ‘femmes proies’ 

(Viala 2008: 155). Seduction encoded in the language of the battlefield is exemplified by 

the following lines for the duc de Candale, which appear initially to refer to war rather 

than love: 

Il ayme le combat, la victoire luy plaist,  

Il est vray que la peine aussi luy semble dure; 

Se faut-il embarquer, l’Argonaute est tout prest,  

Mais le chagrin luy prend quand le voyage dure. (p.309) 

The following lines make clear that the ‘chagrin’ he suffers on a long voyage does not 

mean longing for home, but is a metaphor for his aversion to long, effortful courtships: 

C’est à dire en deux mots que vous aymeriez fort 

Qu’au bruit de vostre Non [sic] l’on se rendit d’abord,  

Sans donner à vos soins vn penible exercice. (p.309)  

War and love are brought together again in lines for the marquis de Richelieu who has 

‘mis au jour / Force preuues de courage, / Et quelques-vnes d’amour’ (p.316) – proofs of 

love, perhaps, in the form of babies. 

 

Seduction is characterised in some instances as an act of aggression of a man against a 

woman. For example, the verses for the marquis de Genlis as one of the Four Winds 

present his seductions as violent assaults: ‘Les Dames qu’il attaque ont peine à le 

combattre’; for protection against him ‘il faut double Chassis & double Paravent’ – a 

‘chassis’ being a screen and a ‘paravent’ a shutter. Alternatively, using a more underhand 

tactic, ‘il s’insinuë, / A trauers les rideaux penetre jusqu’aux lits’. Benserade concludes 

that ‘[…] rien n’est dangereux comme les Vens-coulis’, ‘vens-coulis’ meaning draughts. 

These lines are of course designed to make the audience laugh: Benserade is not criticising 

the marquis de Genlis, but rather expressing amused appreciation of his skills in 

seduction.  
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In Benserade’s verses for the duchesse de Crequy, playing a nymph, victory initially 

belongs to the woman: 

Nymphe, on ne peut tenir contre vos doux appas, 

La raison deuant eux doit mettre bas les armes. 

However, the poet goes on to hypothesise a possible act of violence against her: 

Vous auez tant d’esclat, & tant de majesté, 

Que si l’on vous trouuoit dans vn bois escarté, 

Et qu’on eut vn dessein temeraire & coupable, 

Quand pour l’effectuër on y viendroit expres… 

Whatever their violent intent, however, this determined admirer would ultimately 

succumb to her beautiful appearance:  

Quelque hardy qu’on fût, on ne seroit capable 

Que de vous regarder, & de mourir apres. (p.296) 

Given the playful and witty tone of the vers, this disturbing image of the duchess being 

followed into a wood for nefarious purposes is no doubt intended to be humorous. It is 

not clear whether Benserade believes the duchesse de Crequy would resist such 

attentions; nor do these lines seem to be particularly critical of the imagined perpetrator of 

this ‘dessein temeraire et coupable’. The coded language of seduction in Psyche 2 therefore 

serves to put a socially acceptable veneer of galanterie on predatory behaviour.  

 

Where male courtiers are applauded for their numerous conquests, the voices of the 

women in question remain unheard. The suggestion is not, however, that these nameless 

women responded favourably to their seducers because they actively desired these men, 

but because the men in question broke down their resistance. Gallantry served to 

reinforce the double standard operating in court society as regards sexual behaviour. The 

dishonour suffered by women known to have had intercourse outside marriage was one 

of the most striking differences between the sexes in the seventeenth century: ‘les écarts 

de conduite des femmes leur aient toujours coûté plus cher que les mêmes écarts commis 

par les hommes’ (Habib 2006: 31 Note 1). Virginity was highly prized in young women, 

and the esteem in which an aristocratic female was held in society rested on a reputation 

for being chaste until marriage and faithful to her husband thereafter. This no doubt 

reflected the fact that the risk of involuntary pregnancies was very real, and that unwed 
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mothers would find themselves at a major economic as well as social disadvantage. 

However, as evidenced in verses for Psyche 2, male courtiers appeared to have enjoyed sex 

outside of marriage without risking the same reputational damage as women. Skill in 

seduction was considered an asset in male courtiers: ‘l’accumulation des conquêtes 

confère un genre de prestige qui n’était pas prévu au programme de L’Astrée’ (Habib 

2006: 338). A misogynist form of gallantry is present in Psyche 2: the language of male 

homage, employed with great wit and verbal dexterity, has the effect of sugar-coating and 

normalising the objectification of women and the predatory attitudes of male seducers. 

This is evidenced by the humorous approval Benserade bestows on the sexual conquests 

of male courtiers in his verses for the 1656 ballet. Thus, the discourse that appears to 

praise and elevate women is ultimately a means of affirming patriarchal inequality 

between the sexes. 

 

3.4 Love as a Catalyst for Metamorphosis 

Love is depicted in both Apuleius’s story and the court ballet adaptations as a 

transformational process. It can be a catalyst for the transition from childhood innocence 

to adult experience; from single mortal to married god; and from pleasure to pain, illness 

and madness. These transformations are not unidirectional or total: one state may co-exist 

with another, and the process may be subject to reversal. The ballet verses increase the 

ambiguity by reinforcing or undermining the onstage action, for example by commenting 

on the immaturity of performers in adult roles. Staging the metamorphoses brought about 

by love presented challenges for ballet creators: court etiquette and bienséance decreed that 

the sexual love between Cupid and Psyche could not be shown on stage. Moreover, the 

creators of Psyche 2 set themselves the challenge of depicting the darker side of obsessive 

love within a light-hearted court entertainment. 

 

From Youth to Adulthood 

Both source text and ballets demonstrate a preoccupation with the liminal stage between 

youth and age, and the transition from immaturity to maturity. This can take the form of 

the loss of virginity, or the first experience of true love. Apuleius places a great deal of 

emphasis on Psyche’s metamorphosis from child to woman through her first sexual 
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experience, portraying it as both frightening and pleasurable. In the long build-up to 

Psyche’s first encounter with Cupid, Apuleius subjects his heroine to experiences of 

sensual pleasure alternating with pure terror. Having set out like ‘a living corpse’ for her 

‘funereal marriage’ to ‘something cruel and fierce and Serpentine’, Psyche waits ‘fearful 

and trembling and lamenting her fate’ (Apuleius 1990: 49). Her fear changes to pleasure 

when she is pampered in luxurious surroundings in preparation for her wedding night. 

The invisible husband’s actual appearance is an anti-climax. Apuleius offers only a one-

line description of Psyche’s loss of virginity: ‘Now there entered her unknown husband; 

he had mounted the bed, made her his wife, and departed in haste before sunrise’ 

(Apuleius 1990: 53). The focus is entirely on the husband’s actions, and in no way are 

Psyche’s feelings discussed, as if sex were purely an act imposed on women by men. This 

one-sidedness does not persist, however. In time, Psyche’s affection for her unknown 

husband begins to grow and eventually she declares that she loves him to distraction. 

Even before she discovers his beautiful appearance, she expresses enjoyment of the 

sensual delights his body offers to her touch: ‘those fragrant locks that hang so freely, […] 

those soft smooth cheeks so like mine, […] that breast warm with hidden heat’ (Apuleius 

1990: 65). For Psyche, the loss of her virginity represents a frightening step into the 

unknown, but quickly leads to experience of sensual pleasure and tenderness. It 

represents the first step on her journey towards maturity and true love. 

 

In adapting Apuleius’s story, the inventor of Psyche 1, Laugier de Porchères, rendered 

Cupid and Psyche’s adult sexuality more acceptable to les bienséances by embodying it in 

dancing children: their nightly sexual encounters are represented by a dance for little boys 

playing the Spirits of Love. In Le Ballet des Génies d’Amour, as this entrée is called, winsome 

charm stands in for adult sexual relations: ‘leurs pas & le mouuement ne representererent 

que délices & mignardises d’amour’. It was very common in court ballets for children to 

participate as dancers: Hourcade hypothesises that this corresponded to the development 

of an increased interest in childhood during the seventeenth century, focused particularly 

on ‘les ressources de séduction gracieuse ou attendrissante qu’on en pouvait tirer’ 

(Hourcade 2002). Performing children might be members of the royal family, the offspring 

of courtiers or even boys and girls from the lower orders who demonstrated ability 

(Durosoir 2004: 21). Children’s participation in court ballet undoubtedly merits further in-
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depth research. Dancing children presented an image of innocent charm that proved 

useful in adapting the more problematic scenes in pagan myth. However, the 

employment of children to represent ‘les délices & mignardises d’amour’ is unsettling 

from a contemporary perspective, suggesting as it does a disturbing overlap between 

childlike innocence and adult experience.  

 

The coexistence of maturity and immaturity is further embodied in the figure of Cupid in 

both the source text and the ballets. In Apuleius’s story, Cupid appears at times to be a 

naughty young scoundrel of dubious morals and at others a powerful adult divinity. The 

narrator accuses him of misusing his power to make others fall in love, describing him as  

…that most reckless of creatures, whose wicked behaviour flies in the face of 

public morals, who armed with torch and arrows roams by night through houses 

where he has no business, ruining marriages on every hand, committing heinous 

crimes with impunity, and never doing anything good. (p.43)  

Venus calls Cupid an ‘odious good-for-nothing seducer’, believing reports that he has 

been ‘whoring in the mountains’ (p.83) and receiving Psyche in his ‘odious adolescent 

embraces’ (p.85). Jupiter himself complains that Cupid has caused untold trouble by 

making people fall in love, even aiming his arrows at his own father (Apuleius 1990: 113). 

Both Cupid’s parents berate him for not showing them proper respect.  

 

However, a more formidable adult god co-exists throughout the story with the immature 

and promiscuous adolescent Cupid. His portrayal is multi-faceted: while Venus and 

Jupiter paint a picture of a wayward teenager, he appears wise, loving and protective, if a 

little patronising, in his encounters with Psyche. Pan tells Psyche that Cupid is the 

‘greatest of gods’ (p.79); elsewhere he is described as ‘the lord of universal fire’ (p.77). 

Whereas for Psyche the loss of her virginity represents the transition from girl to woman, 

Cupid’s ultimate metamorphosis from boy to man occurs not through sex, but through 

falling passionately in love for the first time. Although Cupid has had sexual relations 

many times, he has never before experienced the overwhelming passion that he inspires 

in others. As Paula James expresses it in her study of Apuleius’s Metamorphoses (1987: 

146), ‘He becomes a mature personality who can be subjected to the physical urge he 
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normally represents, the urge from which he is, at all other times, indistinguishable’. 

Although he initially rejects Psyche when she uncovers his identity, he remains true to her 

in the end. As soon as his wound has healed, he rescues her from Venus and asks Jupiter 

for permission to marry her. James suggests (1987: 181) that his adult incarnation harks 

back to ‘an ancient cosmic Eros, Eros as an all-pervasive power, stronger and sterner than 

Aphrodite/Venus’s unruly cherub’. Apuleius’s Cupid undergoes multiple metamorphoses 

throughout the story, and remains an ambiguous and contradictory figure. 

 

The dual nature of Cupid is also present in both ballets. The singer playing Cupid in 

Psyche 1 embodies the powerful god of Love when he stands before the King praising 

Psyche’s beauty and commanding the winds to bring her to his palace. However, the two 

little Amours sitting astride the swans pulling Venus’s chariot in the opening entrée of the 

ballet correspond to an alternative representation of Cupid as not only childlike, but 

multiple. The Spirits of Love represent both Cupid and Psyche’s amorous encounters – 

‘amour’ – and the god of Love himself – ‘Amour’. It is notable, however, that in this entrée 

the god of Love is replaced by a group of mini-Cupids deprived of bows and arrows: 

‘C’estoient douze petits garçons auec des aisles, qu’on eut pris pour des Cupidons, 

n’estoit qu’ils n’auoient ny arc ny flesches’ (p.152). Stripped of his traditional 

accoutrements, they embody impotent, desexed versions of Cupid. The plural forms of 

Cupid, ‘petits Amours’ and ‘Génies d’Amour’, are deprived of individual potency and 

turned into conventional stock characters. Converting Cupid into ‘des Cupidons’ has a 

similar effect to transforming Venus into ‘une Venus’. This technique is also employed in 

the Ballet des Vents: instead of being carried to Cupid’s palace by the powerful wind god, 

Zephyr, Psyche is transported by a group of eight little boys dressed in feathers. This 

multiplication of mythological figures satisfies court ballet’s predilection for dancing 

archetypes, and also allows for elaborately patterned group dances. In Psyche 1, Cupid 

appears as a commanding adult god whose actions drive the narrative, but his childish 

alter-egos are deployed to embody his sexuality so that the onstage action remains within 

the bounds of decorum. 

 

Similarly, in Psyche 2, Benserade alternates between depicting Cupid as a force to be 

reckoned with and as endearingly childish. The god of Love is referred to by Benserade as 
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‘ce puissant vainqueur des Dieux & des Monarques’ (p.296). Flora, speculating on 

whether or not the King is in love, exclaims, ‘Quel triomphe d’Amour, s’il est dans ses 

liens’ (p.294), suggesting that Cupid is powerful enough to enslave the king. In another 

entrée, seven Musicians sing:  

La Musique à tout le pouuoir 

Que sur l’Amour on peut auoir, 

[…] 

Le cherchant jusqu’au fond du coeur 

L’éueille quand il dort, & l’endort quand il veille. (p.301) 

Music has the power to awaken the god of Love and love itself when he/it is sleeping, and 

to put the god of Love and love itself to sleep when he/it is awake. There is a coded sexual 

meaning here, implying that music inspires Cupid to make love, which keeps him awake 

and then makes him sleepy. The focus here is clearly on an adult, sexually active god of 

Love. 

 

The more youthful aspects of Cupid are highlighted by the casting of the marquis de 

Villeroy, age 13, as Cupid. He makes his first appearance in the fifth entrée of the ballet 

accompanied by Games, Laughter, Youth and Joy, allegorical figures often employed to 

represent hedonistic enjoyment in court entertainments. Benserade begins by stating that 

‘Il ne va pas à la ceinture / Des gens qu’il attaque par fois’ (p.300) – presumably meaning 

that this young man isn’t tall enough to reach the waist of those he, in the role of Cupid, 

wants to pierce with his arrow, with sexual double meanings in the words ‘attaque’ and ‘à 

la ceinture’. The poet goes on to develop the theme of Cupid as simultaneously adult and 

childlike: 

Estant Dieu je le tiens antique  

Cependant je voy qu’il se pique  

D’estre vn Enfant parmy les Dieux,  

Il joüe, il saute, il dance, il trote,  

Et le petit n‘a rien de vieux 

Que son bon sens, & sa calote. (p.300) 

According to the verses, the 13-year-old marquis de Villeroy acts like a child, jumping and 

playing about; there is nothing old about him – except his good sense and his ‘calote’, 

which can mean both a skull cap and the tip of the penis. This exemplifies Benserade’s 
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evident interest in the amorous activities of the young adolescent performers, which 

today might seem prurient. The poet implies through euphemism and double-entendre 

that, even as young as age 13, they are ripe for love and sex. This also corresponds to 

seventeenth-century conceptions of adulthood as beginning at an earlier age than it does 

today. As stated above, young people could be married by the Church as soon as they 

reached puberty, normally set at 12 years old for girls and 14 for boys (Bardet 2001: 348). 

The humour in the stanzas derives from the juxtaposition of the marquis de Villeroy’s 

childish behaviour and allusions to adult activities like sex and love.  

 

Benserade further underlines the tension between maturity and immaturity when he 

speculates about a potential relationship between the marquis de Villeroy / Cupid with 

Mlle de Gramont / Psyche. They are too young to have fallen in love in real life yet: 

Si l’aparence est veritable, 

Vous, & Cupidon n’auez pas 

Encor commencé vostre fable. (p.303) 

However, the poet claims that they are made for each other, suggestively manipulating 

the gallant vocabulary of flames and burning hearts: 

Vous estes vn couple fort beau, 

Né l’vn pour l’autre ce me semble; 

Et vostre Lampe, & son Flambeau 

Feront bien de brusler ensemble. (p.303) 

Benserade then indulges in personal remarks about the performers. Addressing Mlle de 

Gramont, he observes ‘je croy que vous estes fiere’; as for Cupid, ‘Il s’enuole quasi pour 

rien’. This refers both to the marquis de Villeroy’s childish playing, jumping, dancing and 

scampering, as described in his verses, and Cupid’s aerial escape from Psyche when she 

exposes his identity. Again referring to their youth, Benserade addresses Mlle de 

Gramont:  

Et vous n’estes point d’vne taille 

A permettre qu’aupres de vous 

Amour s’endorme, ni qu’il baille. (p.303) 

Presumably, this is a double entendre suggesting that Mlle de Gramont would be able to 

keep Cupid / marquis de Villeroy awake, a euphemism for sexual intercourse. Thus, while 

court etiquette prevented the more sexually explicit aspects of ‘Cupid and Psyche’ from 
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being portrayed on stage, Benserade’s verses focused attention on the burgeoning 

sexuality of the teenage dancers. The verses express a fascination with the transition from 

childhood to adulthood, portraying these as overlapping states. 

 

Marriage 

The transformation brought about by marriage features prominently in both the original 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ and its ballet adaptations. All three works follow the literary and 

theatrical convention whereby the story ends when the trials of the central couple are over 

and they are conjoined in matrimony (Viala 2008: 154). Supposedly, all the chaotic 

reversals of the proceeding narrative have now been resolved and replaced with order 

and harmony. Marriage is not only an affirmation of true love, but also an instrument for 

the enhancement of status and the containment of sexual desire. The metamorphoses 

attendant on marriage are not without ambiguity and complication in Apuleius’s version, 

and are equally problematic in the ballets. 

 

Apuleius evokes the triumph of Psyche’s love and its legitimation in wedlock in a lavish 

wedding feast attended by all the gods of Olympus: ‘In the place of honour reclined 

Psyche’s husband, with his wife in his arms, and likewise Jupiter with his Juno, and then 

all the other gods in order of precedence.’ However, marriage is not a straightforward 

process in Apuleius’s story. First of all, there appears to be a degree of uncertainty about 

what actually constitutes marriage in this fictional context. When Cupid first enters 

Psyche’s bedroom at night, Apuleius writes that he ‘made her his wife’ (uxoram sibi 

Psychen fecerat) simply by having intercourse with her (Apuleius 1990: 52–53). From this 

point onwards her invisible visitor is described as maritus, which has been rendered in 

English by E.J. Kenney as ‘her husband’, but can also mean ‘lover’ in Latin (Apuleius 

1990: 54). However, Venus later complains that her son’s so-called marriage ‘took place in 

the country, without witnesses, and without his father’s consent, and cannot be held to be 

legitimate’. She therefore declares that Cupid and Psyche’s child will be born a bastard 

(Apuleius 1990: 97). At the conclusion of the story, Jupiter summons all the gods to 

Olympus to celebrate a more ‘official’ marriage: ‘Thus was Psyche married to Cupid with 

all due observance’ (Apuleius 1990: 115). In the fictional world of Apuleius’s Cupid and 
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Psyche, therefore, the concept of ‘marriage’ is sufficiently fluid to encompass both sexual 

congress and a more formal conjugal union.  

 

In order for a marriage to be legitimate in seventeenth-century France, it had to be 

performed by a priest (Gaudemet 1977: 319). Because marriage is a sacrament in the 

Catholic church, the actual wedding ceremony could not be enacted on stage. As 

Delaporte explains in his treatise on ‘le merveilleux païen’ during the reign of Louis XIV, 

‘Rien de ce qui touchait directement à la foi ne pouvait se produire au théâtre, surtout 

dans une pièce plaisante, sans alarmer les consciences chrétiennes. On ne souffrait point 

que la religion fut mélée aux divertissements mondains’ (Delaporte 2018: 356). Instead, 

Psyche 1 signifies the marriage of Cupid and Psyche by the convening of all the gods to 

Olympus for Psyche’s immortalisation; while in Psyche 2 their union is symbolised by the 

arrival of Hymen, god of Weddings. Both Apuleius’s story and Psyche 1 are concerned 

with marriage as dynastic alliance. Among Venus’s objections to Cupid and Psyche’s 

liaison in the source text is the fact that her divine son is marrying a mere mortal, as 

Jupiter acknowledges when he alludes to her fears for ‘your great lineage or social 

standing’ (p.114). Jupiter resolves this problem by immortalising Psyche as a goddess. In 

Psyche 1, the incorporation of the ‘deïfication de Psyché’ not only avoids the enactment of 

a marriage ceremony on stage, but also enables an analogy to be drawn between Psyche’s 

elevation to goddess and that of Anne of Austria / Juno, whose ‘appas divers’ have been 

rendered ‘plus augustes’ thanks to her marriage to Louis XIII / Jupiter. 

 

Marriage in the original ‘Cupid and Psyche’ also constitutes an instrument for the control 

of sexual urges. From Psyche’s point of view, it represents the triumph of love over all 

obstacles, but the situation is somewhat more ambiguous as regards Cupid. Jupiter 

justifies his agreement to the match as follows: ‘I have decided that the hot-blooded 

impulses of his first youth must be somehow bridled; his name has been besmirched for 

long enough in common report for adultery and all kinds of wantonness. We must take 

away all opportunity for this and fetter his youthful excess in the bonds of marriage’ 

(p.113). James (1987: 158–59) points out that Jupiter grants Cupid’s wish to wed Psyche ‘in 

such a way as to make it appear a punishment’. Furthermore, ‘the final metamorphosis of 

the God into a respectable married man effectively clipped his wings’. It is not clear 
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whether the ‘adultery’ and ‘wantonness’ described by Jupiter refers to Cupid’s practice of 

making other people fall in love by piercing their hearts with his arrow, or to his own 

youthful habit of sleeping with mortal women. Jupiter’s use of marriage as a mechanism 

to control unpredictable desire undercuts the otherwise romantic conclusion of the fable. 

 

Rather than presenting matrimony as a means of containing sexuality, the verses for 

Psyche 2 suggest that marriages are constantly under attack from male seducers. This 

sense of insecurity is evoked at the very moment the god Hymen appears to announce the 

nuptials of the eponymous couple. Paradoxically, the verses suggest that the threat to 

marriages could come from Hymen himself, or at least the dancer portraying him, the 

king’s younger brother Philippe d’Anjou. Hymen’s appearance signified the restoration of 

order through the societally approved union of a man and a woman. In Psyche 2, however, 

Hymen’s entrée highlights the conflict between the potentially disruptive pursuit of 

pleasure and the social control represented by matrimony. Somewhat surprisingly, 

Benserade suggests that this particular Hymen could be the destroyer of marriages rather 

than their guarantor: ‘plus propre à brouiller, qu’à faire vn marriage, / Vous en estes 

plustost le Demon que le Dieu’. These are the final lines of the vers pour les personnages, 

and indeed of the livret: they imply that the marital state is unstable, and suggest that the 

amorous adventures alluded to elsewhere in the ballet are likely to have included the 

seduction of married women. Whether for love, status, or containment of desire, the 

metamorphosis brought about by marriage does not necessarily lead to stability. 

 

From Pleasure to Pain 

Built into the Cupid and Psyche myth is the concept that love produces its 

transformational effects through the inflicting of pain, both physical and psychological. 

The notion of love as a process of wounding derives partly from mythology associated 

with Eros/Cupid, who made humans fall in love either by inflaming them with his torch 

or wounding them with his arrows (Grimal 1991). Venus’s invocation ‘By the sweet 

wounds of your arrows, by the honeyed burns made by your torch, avenge your mother’ 

(p.43) suggests that the pain Cupid inflicts is mixed with exquisite pleasure. The 

sexualised imagery of wounding recurs when Psyche, out of curiosity, examines her 
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sleeping husband’s weapons: ‘she took one of the arrows out of the quiver and tried the 

point by pricking her thumb; but as her hands were still trembling she used too much 

force, so that the point went right in and tiny drops of red blood bedewed her skin. Thus 

unknowingly Psyche through her own act fell in love with Love. Then evermore on fire 

with desire for Desire […] she devoured him with quick wanton kisses’ (p.77). Wounding 

as pleasure becomes physical and emotional pain, however, when Psyche drops oil from 

her lamp on Cupid’s shoulder, thereby ‘burn[ing] the lord of universal fire himself’ (p.77). 

In doing so, she causes him to awaken, discover her deception and brutally reject her. In 

Apuleius’s tale, physical pain and psychological pain are intimately interlinked: by 

hurting Cupid physically, Psyche is made to suffer acute emotional distress at losing her 

beloved, and then deliberately subjects herself to physical pain at the hands of Venus as a 

penance. By enduring these torments and performing her various trials, Psyche is able to 

bring her emotional agony to an end through her reunion with Cupid, achieving a kind of 

transcendence through suffering. As discussed in Chapter 2, this aspect of the myth had 

particular appeal for medieval and Renaissance scholiasts seeking to attach a Neoplatonic 

or Christian meaning to the story.  

 

The love-as-pain theme translated easily into the idiom of gallant entertainment. As Habib 

explains (2006: 25), ‘Dès l’origine, le jeu galant est un double jeu: la protestation contre la 

cruauté des femmes est un mode de la louange — car prétendre qu’on souffre, c’est dire 

qu’on aime’. The poets composing verses for the Psyche ballets retained the sexual 

imagery of piercing and wounding, which equally informed the conventional language of 

galanterie. They also incorporated the conflation of pain and pleasure, and of physical and 

emotional suffering, both standard tropes of the seventeenth-century discourse of love. 

The gallant language employed in the ballets contains a strain of sadomasochistic imagery 

that, if interpreted literally, would suggest that women were continually inflicting terrible 

physical injury on men: eyes pierce the heart, flames of love burn, beauty kills. Both 

Psyche ballets provide illustrations of the metaphorical violence built into the idiom of 

gallantry. In 1619, for example, in the verses for the lady-in-waiting playing Bellona, the 

goddess of War addresses her admirers as ‘Vous qui contemplez mes beautez, / Et qui 

sçauez mes cruautez’ (p.156), and then considers whether ‘ie fay sur les humains, / Plus de 

meurtres, & de conquestes, / Ou par mes yeux, ou par mes mains’ (p.156-7). The goddess 
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of War clearly demanded particularly bloodthirsty stanzas; yet similar imagery can also 

be found in verses for the more peaceful roles of Nymphs and Graces in the 1656 ballet. 

The poet declares that he has never seen eyes like those of the duchess of Mercœur 

(Nymph) before and that, ’[…] qui s’en croit sauué perit dans vos cheueux’ (p.295). Mlle 

de la Porte (Grace) has eyes that ‘dans le coeur des Mortels / Font vne blessure profonde’ 

(p.305). The language of gallantry is, of course, built on exaggeration, on extreme 

assertions which are not to be taken literally, but rather represent a form of overblown 

flattery. 

 

Suffering is depicted as an inevitable factor in love, as the song lyrics in Part 1, Entrée 4 

make clear. Playing on the dual meaning of Amour/amour, they address the 

personifications of Discord, Sadness, Fear and Jealousy: 

Monstres, que mal à propos 

Vous troublez ce doux mystere,  

Laissez l’Amour en repos,  

Vous qui ne l’y laissez guere. (p.299) 

These lines suggest that the experience of love is never devoid of discord, sadness, fear 

and jealousy. The theme of suffering in love recurs in Entrée 7 of Part II, when these 

personifications reappear, this time played by opera singers rather than dancers. The 

Chorus of the Amorous Passions (Choro di Passioni Amorose) claims to have come partly 

from hell, partly from love, and to be unhappy, weeping and in eternal pain (‘infelici, & 

lagrimosi, / Ch’in eterno dolore’).8 Asking which form of suffering is more pitiable, that of 

hell or that of love, they declare that if a beauty bestows a ray of mercy on them, then 

suffering becomes joy. The theme of despair turning to joy is repeated in the arias for each 

amorous passion. For example, Jealousy is filled with poison (‘Geleso Veleno’), but this 

becomes infinite sweetness (‘Dolcezza infinita’) if the beloved repents; Suspicion endures 

torments (‘quest’alma é tormentata’) equal to a cruel death, but if faith in the beloved is 

restored it is the greatest joy a heart can feel (‘Non mai tanta allegrezza il cor prouò’). 

After all four Amorous Passions have sung their arias, the chorus sings that Love with his 

light makes Hell and Heaven wherever he chooses (‘amor con la sua face/ Fà l’inforno & il 

Ciel doue à lui piace’). This entrée suggests that the joy of love can only be experienced 

 
8 I am indebted to Alessia Benedetti for her translation of the Choro di Passioni Amorose. 
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after suffering and torment, and indeed that the preceding pain is what makes love’s 

pleasures so exquisite. The pain of love is not necessarily represented as a negative 

phenomenon; rather, the ‘suffering’ of the lover constitutes a hyperbolic tribute to love’s 

awesome power, another fundamental tenet of galanterie.  

 

Within the convention of gallant discourse, Cupid maintains absolute dominance over his 

subjects and love is a form of enslavement. As the verses for the duc de Guise in the role 

of an Esclave More express it,  

Ce Dieu m’ayant rangé sous son obeisance 

M’a toujours fait subir d’imperieuses loix’.  

Moorish Slaves were a standard feature of ballets de cour (Paquot 1928: 34). Mores or 

Maures were originally inhabitants of ancient Mauretania, a region encompassing parts of 

present-day Morocco and Algeria. However, because the Moors in court ballet are almost 

invariably enslaved, Noémie Ndiaye (2021: 2) links them to the peoples of sub-Saharan 

Africa who were being captured and transported as slaves to the French colonies. As she 

explains, ‘From the Cardinal of Richelieu's decision in 1626 to form the Compagnie de 

Saint‐Christophe in charge of developing French Caribbean trade to Colbert's foundation 

of the Compagnie des Indes Occidentales in 1664, and to Louis XIV's promulgation of the 

infamous Code Noir in 1685, France continuously fashioned itself as a colonial slave‐

trading power throughout the seventeenth century’ (Ndiaye 2021: 2). According to 

Menestrier’s catalogue of standard costumes (p.251-2) ‘Les Mores ont les cheveux courts 

& crespus, le visage & les mains noires, ils sont teste nuë, à moins qu’on ne leur donnât un 

tourtil (headband) greslé de perles en forme de diadéme. Ils doivent porter des pendans 

d’oreilles’. Furthermore, they were traditionally danced in blackface or, as it was called at 

the time, barbouillage. A dual convention dictated that the faces of Moors were black 

because they had been burned by the sun, but also because they were burning with love. 

Verses for Le Ballet de Madame de Rohan of 1593 (Les Muses françoises ralliées 1600: 242; Cited 

in Paquot 1928: 34) make this clear: 

Ces Mores portent au visage 

Un veritable temoignage 

Du feu que leur amour a fait.  

Noémie Ndiaye (2021: 4) argues that this presentation of Moorish Slaves formed part of 

‘an erotic hermeneutics of blackface that coded the subjugation, enslavement, and the 
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alleged inferiority of sub‐Saharan Africans in the French Atlantic in a celebratory mode, 

conveniently bypassing the question of coercion inherent in slavery’. Within a galant 

discourse that imagines love as a form of burning, ‘characters in blackface covered with 

soot are the ultimate lovers’ (Ndiaye 2021: 6), which explains their presence in a ballet 

demonstrating the power of love. 

 

In Psyche 2, the verses suggest that the duc de Guise, as a Moorish Slave, is always in love:  

Et ie n’eus de ma vie encore en ma puissance 

Le cœur qu’eux ennemis i’ay monstré tant de fois. 

Playing on the double meaning of cœur, the stanzas state that, both as himself and as a 

Moorish Slave, he has never had power over his own heart, presumably because a 

beautiful woman has captured it. His cœur, in the sense of courage, has often been shown 

to his enemies, suggesting perhaps that as the duc de Guise he is brave, but as a Moorish 

Slave has power neither over his heart nor his courage. In ballets where the verses are 

addressed ‘Aux Dames’, the dancing Moors in blackface submitted themselves as slaves 

of love to the white, aristocratic ladies in the audience. For example, in La Boutade des 

Maures esclaves d’Amour délivrés par Bacchus (1609), the Moors declare that ‘Nous sommes 

trop heureux et nous aimons nos chaînes / quand nous avons l'honneur de les porter pour 

vous’ (Ndiaye 2021: 8). Benserade alludes to this trope of amorous enslavement in the 

verses for the other aristocratic Esclave More in Psyche 2, the duc de Damville: 

Captif si iamais ie le fus, 

Loin de vouloir ne l‘estre plus 

I’aspire à l’estre dauantage. 

In this case, the captivity the Moorish Slave does not wish to relinquish refers to 

Damville’s possible marriage to Mlle de Manneville alluded to earlier, as the next lines 

make clear: 

Et tout mon plus ardent souhait 

Est que bien-tost le Mariage 

Serre le noeu qu’Amour a fait. 

The noeu here not only suggests a marriage knot, but also the bonds of both love and 

slavery. According to Franko (1994: 75), noeu is also a seventeenth-century term for the 

erect male member, thus further eroticising the slave’s subjugation.  
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Ndiaye asserts (2021: 4) that court ballet functioned as a ‘laboratory’ in which the 

relationship between the French body politic and Black people could be reconfigured in 

light of France’s increasing involvement in the slave-trade and colonialisation. The figure 

of the Moorish Slave also serves to reinforce the motif of love as a form of submission to a 

cruel master (the god of Love) or mistress (the female beloved) in a conflation of galant 

and racist discourse.  

 

The second half of Psyche 2 is notable for its focus on the dangers of immoderate passion. 

These include excessive spending, madness and uncontrolled violence. Such 

representations correspond to a conception of love as a disease prevalent in early modern 

medicine. Tin hypothesises (2008: 141) that by pathologizing love medical practitioners 

joined with churchmen in opposing what he calls the ‘heterosexual culture’ that 

flourished in the arts and society: ‘L’éloge de l’amour et de la passion fut perçu comme le 

symptôme d’une pathologie sociale, véritable épidémie que les médecins tentèrent de 

soigner. C’est dans ce contexte que s’élabora la doctrine de la “maladie d’amour” ’. This 

view of love can be traced back to the Middle Ages, and even to works of antiquity such 

as Ovid’s Remedia Amoris (circa 2 A.D.). Tin cites the treatise of Jean Aubéry, L’Antidote 

d’Amour, published in 1599, in which he argues that men are not destined to love by 

nature, and that amorous passion is a cultural phenomenon that they can elect to avoid. 

At the same time, erotic desire constitutes a pathological condition: it resembles the 

consumption of alcohol, which is carried out by choice, but which can also cause the 

serious disease of alcoholism. He defines ‘love sickness’ as overheating of the body due to 

the exposure of the subject to a particular female beauty. According to Aubéry (1599; cited 

in Tin 2008: 145), ‘Cest appetit d’union est situé dans le foye, qui est la cause materielle de 

l’amour’. The blood of a subject suffering from this affliction would literally boil inside 

the liver. Another medical theorist, Jacques Ferrand, published a treaty entitled De la 

maladie d’amour ou mélancholie érotique in 1610. In it he asserted that someone afflicted with 

a ‘rage d’amour’ would experience ‘une espèce de resverie procedante d’un désir desreglé 

de jouir de la chose aimable, accompagné de peur, et de tristesse’ (Ferrand 1622; cited in 

Tin 2008: 150–54). The melancholy humour, heated up by love, produced dark vapours 

that clouded the brain. 
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The second half of Psyche 2 offers a catalogue of the problems caused by love. A series of 

entrées (Part II, 4-6) illustrate the extremes of financial extravagance Mark Antony 

indulged in for love of Cleopatra (p.316–17). The first of these is a dance for ‘Marc-

Antoine suiui de la Profusion & de I’Aueuglement, qui apres auoir fait d’excessiues 

dépences pour Cleopatre, se fit enfin mourir pour elle’ (p.316). The lyrics of the air in this 

entrée counsel moderation in love, which should remain an enjoyable diversion, rather 

than becoming a desperate passion: 

De cette passion qui se peut garentir? 

De mesme que César il s’en faut diuertir, 

Mais comme Marc-Antoine il ne s’en faut pas faire 

Vne si furieuse affaire. (p.316) 

Entrée 2 of Part II includes a dance for ‘six insensez qui ont perdu l’esprit pour auoir trop 

aymé’. The song that accompanies this entrée suggests that excessive love can expose you 

to the potentially dangerous effects of ‘vn bel oeil’: ‘Pourveu qu’on soit frapé seulement 

dans le coeur / […] mais c’est vn grand mal-heur / Quand le coup répond à la teste’ 

(p.314). A further example of extreme behaviour provoked by love is provided in Entrées 

VII and VIII, in which ‘Les Bachantes bien plus éprises de la fureur d’amour que de celle 

du vin, mettent Orphée en pieces, de rage de se voir refusées par luy’ (p.317). 

Unfortunately, no details are provided of the choreography, but it is interesting to note 

that the Bacchae are here played by male professionals, suggesting these entrées involved 

considerable virtuosity in dance and acting. It might appear that Benserade is highlighting 

the negative aspects of uncontrolled passion in a bid to contain it, to promote ‘moderation 

en toute chose’. Paradoxically, as the ballet demonstrates, the pathological view of love as 

a malady was co-opted by gallant discourse that celebrated love. Unreasonable behaviour, 

illness and madness caused by amorous passion are portrayed as further evidence of ‘la 

puissance de l’amour’. The examples of the perils of love presented in Psyche 2 are 

ultimately intended as light-hearted sources of entertainment rather than serious 

cautionary tales. 

 

3.5 Conclusion 

The Psyche ballets offer a multidimensional and sophisticated representation of love that 

extends beyond the story of Cupid and Psyche. This representation operates at three 
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levels: within the fiction presented on stage, within the discourse of galanterie, and, 

crucially, within that space peculiar to court ballet where fiction and reality intermix. The 

constructions placed on the onstage action by the ballet poets can either reinforce, nuance 

or undercut it, producing polyvalent depictions of amorous passion in which opposites 

coexist. Beauty is simultaneously the definition of womanhood and its most dangerous 

attribute. Women are both resolute defenders of their honour and eminently seducible: 

although Psyche 1 emphasises the former and Psyche 2 the latter, either possibility is 

present in the ballets’ evocations of womanhood. Inherent to the unidirectional vectoring 

of desire from male subject to female object is the alarming possibility of its reversal, 

embodied in the witches, the Amorous Amazons and the Bacchae in Psyche 2. 

Furthermore, childhood and adulthood coincide in works in which dancing children 

symbolise the delights of adult love, and poets poke fun at immature performers playing 

grown-up lovers. 

 

Many of the themes relating to love and desire that feature in Apuleius’s ‘Cupid and 

Psyche’ have been successfully incorporated into Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de 

Psyché and Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour. These include beauty, seduction, 

and metamorphoses such as the onset of maturity, marriage as immortalisation and 

pleasure achieved through pain. However, the ballets offer new perspectives on these 

themes, mainly thanks to the tripartite stage identities consisting of archetype, galant 

suitor/love object and real-life performer. Observations in the vers pour les personages about 

noble dancers and their roles replace the commentary on characters and events provided 

by the narrator in the original text. De Gombauld’s verses are written in the voice of 

women ferociously defending their virtue against masculine suitors. Benserade, on the 

other hand, adopts the point of view of the male admirer, assessing the female performers 

and putting them on textual display while their dancing puts them on physical display. In 

the Psyche 2 verses, moreover, the audience are asked to laugh along with the poet at the 

amorous (mis)adventures of male courtiers, while the unnamed women they have 

seduced remain without a voice.  

 

In exploring the power of love, the Psyche ballets extol its joys but also confront its darker 

aspects. Indeed, the dual nature of the experience of love is hardwired into the discourse 
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of gallantry. The pleasure/pain motifs of Apuleius’s fable translate perfectly into the 

vocabulary of galanterie: the sado-masochistic lexical field – ‘rigueurs’, ‘cruautés’, ‘blessés’, 

‘alma tormentata’ – takes the place of the physical and emotional torture endured by 

Apuleius’s main protagonists. Love is exquisite torment, painful pleasure and agonising 

joy. It is a dangerous disease that everyone, king or subject, god or mortal, may succumb 

to, one that the Psyche productions simultaneously celebrate and warn against. Marriage 

in the ballets is multifaceted and potentially problematic: it can serve as the legitimisation 

of love, an elevation in status, a dynastic alliance and an instrument for controlling sexual 

urges, but it is also an unstable state easily threatened by seducers.  

 

In his vers pour les personnages, Benserade remarks on the ballet’s relationship to its 

sources, critiques the casting of roles and questions the suitability of performers for their 

characters. The conceit of the vers pour les personnages is that only perfect typecasting will 

produce successful performances. While watching a fiction based on ‘Cupid and Psyche’, 

spectators are given insights, carefully framed by the ballet poets, into the creative 

processes of assuming a disguise and interpreting a role. In addition, the song lyrics and 

vers pour les personnages remind the audience that the purveyor of the entertainment is His 

Majesty. They also help spectators to decode the political allegory and frame their 

perception of royal performers. This metatheatrical commentary is central to the staging 

of royalty, which is the focus of the following chapter. 
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Chapter 4. The Staging of Monarchy in the Ballets de Psyché 

 

4.1 The Myths of Monarchy 

Large-scale official ballets, such as Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché and Le Ballet 

de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour, not only provided entertainment to courtiers, but were 

also a means of promoting the French monarchy’s view of itself. Whether centrally 

positioned at the front of the audience in ‘la place du prince’ or dancing at the head of a 

troupe of courtiers, the sovereign was both the primary subject and privileged audience 

member of official court ballets, as well as their funder and patron. Other members of the 

royal family also performed in ballets de cour: the Cupid and Psyche productions feature, 

respectively, Anne of Austria and Louis XIII in 1619, and Louis XIV and his brother 

Philippe d’Anjou (Monsieur)9 in 1656. The Psyche ballets therefore constitute valuable 

case studies of the representation of royalty of different sexes and ranks at specific 

moments in the history of the French monarchy. The term ‘monarchy’ in this context 

encompasses the political institution, la monarchie française, with its accreted laws and 

traditions; the ideological system underpinning the institution, including the concept of 

an unbroken line of French kings ruling by divine right; and the collection of individuals 

who made up the French royal family (OED). This chapter investigates the theatrical 

portrayal in the Psyche ballets of institution, ideology and royal individuals. 

 

As demonstrated in Chapter 2, the dramatization of the Cupid and Psyche story is not the 

principal motive for either ballet. As Le Maître (1939: 70–71) notes, at the climax of Psyche 

1, the main protagonists are abruptly supplanted by the king and queen: ‘Il semble qu’ici 

la fable de Psyché ait subi une transformation: ce sont le roi et la reine, Junon et Jupiter, 

qui sont les héros de l’apothéose’. The love story of Cupid and Psyche is brusquely cut 

short and never explicitly resolved, at least as evidenced by the livret. This does not 

necessarily constitute a flaw in dramatic construction, however: by shifting the focus onto 

the king and queen at the climax, the ballet is successfully performing its function of 

 
9 Philippe d’Anjou is more commonly referred to today as Philippe d’Orléans. He became duc 

d’Orléans on the death of his uncle, Gaston d’Orléans, in 1660. 
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promoting the monarchy. In Psyche 2, the heterogeneous entrées do not even attempt to tell 

the story of Cupid and Psyche. Again, this is not a failure on the part of the ballet’s 

creators. The work had other objectives: in addition to providing visual, musical and 

kinaesthetic enjoyment, it formed part of a series of ballets, initiated with Le Ballet de la 

nuit in 1653, designed to exhibit the young king to the court and visiting dignitaries 

(Cohen 2000: 2).  

 

French kings claimed to inherit the crown by divine right. Image-making around the 

sovereign therefore represented him not only as superior to his fellow men in goodness, 

wisdom and bravery, but also as god’s representative on earth, or even as a god himself. 

Dazzling spectacle provided by the sovereign for his subjects in royal entries into cities, 

and for the court at theatrical performances and fêtes, testified to the king’s power to 

amaze and mesmerise. At times of political instability, the monarchy needed to project an 

image of strength, emphasising the king’s ruthlessness in dealing with traitors, his 

invincibility in the face of internal and external threats, and his role as guarantor of peace 

and harmony in the kingdom. The current royal family justified their desire to remain in 

power indefinitely by evoking a succession of kings originating from the same family 

going back to the dawn of French history (Burke 1992: 7). Furthermore, the Salic Law of 

the Frankish kings was invoked to justify the convention that only males could inherit the 

throne of France. Particularly when faced with the failure of a royal couple to produce 

male heirs or disputes about the current king’s right to the throne, the monarchy needed 

to present itself as an eternal and unquestionable phenomenon (Bardon 1975: 209).  

 

Allied to this is the concept of ‘the King’s two bodies’, which dates back to the Middle 

Ages. Scholars such as Ernst Kantorowicz (1997) have brought attention to the mediaeval 

notion that kings were thought to have a mortal body, and ‘an immortal mystical body, 

representing the unity of king and kingdom’ (Engels 2001: 139). This is clearly outlined in 

Edmund Plowden’s Reports produced during the reign of Elizabeth I of England: 

For the King has in him two Bodies, viz., a Body natural, and a Body politic. His 

Body natural […] is a Body mortal, subject to all Infirmities that come by Nature or 

Accident, to the Imbecility of Infancy or old Age, and to the like Defects that 
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happen to the natural Bodies of other People. But his Body politic is a Body that 

cannot be seen or handled, consisting of Policy and Government, and constituted 

for the Direction of the People, and the Management of the public weal, and this 

Body is utterly void of Infancy, and old Age, and other natural Defects and 

Imbecilities, which the Body natural is subject to, and for this Cause, what the 

King does in his Body politic, cannot be invalidated or frustrated by any Disability 

in his natural Body. (Plowden, 1816; Cited in Kantorowicz 1997: 7) 

Although this conception of kingship has been interpreted in different ways, there are a 

number of key principles emerging from it. Firstly, the king’s body is considered to be 

double, with its physical frame housing ‘an ephemeral mortal presence and an eternal or 

immortal one’ (Franko 1994: 75). However, the royal body is a ‘corporation sole’: it is 

indivisible, and its greater part is the mystical entity of monarchy itself (Kantorowicz 

1997: 9). Thus the body politic also comes to stand for ‘the mystical body of a nation or the 

corpus mysticum’ (Welch 2017: 68). The king therefore becomes the incarnation of the state, 

as Louis XIV affirmed in his famous, but probably apocryphal, statement, ‘L’État, c’est 

moi’. According to early modern theorists of monarchy, permanent, stable rule was 

assured by an ‘uninterrupted line of bodies natural’ that gave physical substance in 

perpetuity to the mystical ‘body politic’ (Kantorowicz 1997: 316). The current king could 

therefore be portrayed as the temporary, mortal incarnation of an ideal and eternal ‘Roi de 

France’. When they appeared in court ballets, Louis XIII and Louis XIV were, in theory at 

least, performing the ‘body politic’ by means of the ‘body natural’.  

 

La fable, in its broader meaning of Greco-Roman mythology and traditional legends, had a 

major part to play in presenting the monarchy as everlasting and indestructible. 

According to Bardon (1975: 287), the function of court art was to ‘renforcer l’institution 

royale et […] assurer sa continuité en faisant appel à des mythes d’éternité’. The 

association of the royal family with historical legends and ancient mythology served as 

‘l’expression d’une puissance accrue par sa projection hors du temps dans le domaine des 

valeurs éternelles’ (Canova-Green 1993: 367). The recycling of the same myths, gods and 

heroes from one reign to the next – comparing the king to Jupiter, Apollo or Hercules, for 

example – reinforced the illusion of continuity (Canova-Green 1993: 350). Despite the 

ephemeral nature of performance, court ballets were able to affirm this impression 
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through the repetition of royal archetypes in numerous productions across different 

reigns, giving tangible shape to the ideology of monarchy. At the same time, they enabled 

the sovereign and his family to embody their allegorical roles both in the immediate 

present of performance, and the eternal time of mythical fiction.  

 

The French monarchy’s dissemination of a self-justifying ideology was a response to 

serious threats to the realm, both external and internal. The French Bourbons were 

engaged in an ongoing contest with the Austro-Spanish Habsburgs for dominance of 

Europe (Bardon 1975: 285). In 1635, when France became embroiled in the Thirty Years’ 

War, they found themselves on the opposite side to Spain. The Bourbon-Hapsburg rivalry 

was partly responsible for transforming a series of religious struggles within the Holy 

Roman Empire into the pan-European conflict known as the Thirty Years War (Moote 

1989: 232–36). France was still at war with Spain when Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de 

l’amour was staged in 1656, even though the Thirty Years War itself ended officially in 

1648 with the Peace of Westphalia. Within France, the religious wars of the late sixteenth 

century, which had involved revolts against the crown by both Protestant and Catholic 

factions, had exposed the potential vulnerability of the monarchy. This was compounded 

by the assassinations of Henri III in 1589 and Henri IV in 1610, as well as the regicide of 

Charles I of England in 1649. In 1617, Louis XIII had seized power from his mother, Marie 

de Medici, then acting as regent, and had her favourite, Concini, assassinated. Marie de 

Medici was later implicated in plots against the crown by discontented nobles, as was 

Louis XIII’s brother, Gaston d’Orléans. An increasingly absolutist state seeking to 

centralise authority faced resistance from nobles wishing to retain their feudal rights and 

privileges (Elias 1983: 148); in addition, a series of Huguenot rebellions erupted in the 

1620s. Opposition from noble factions continued sporadically throughout the early 

seventeenth century, culminating in the Fronde (1648-1653), a series of civil wars in which 

the crown faced the combined opposition of princes, nobility and parlements (law courts). 

The French monarchy therefore needed to neutralise opposition and reaffirm its authority 

by every means possible, including the arts. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Habsburg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parlement
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Even in so-called absolute monarchies, the king was constrained by the interests of 

institutions such as the Church, the Estates, and Parisian and provincial parlements, as well 

as provinces, towns and large numbers of office holders. Although positioned at the top 

of the social hierarchy, the monarchy was constantly threatened with the erosion of its 

authority by other groups (Petitfils 1995: 57). Elias (1983: 3) points out that even Louis 

XIV, often portrayed as the epitome of the omnipotent absolute monarch, ’was enmeshed 

through his position as king in a specific network of interdependences’. The necessity for 

the monarchy to win over its more hostile subjects is exemplified by the fact that after the 

Fronde a number of rebels were not only pardoned, but had their lands and privileges 

reinstated. This exemplifies what Geoffrey Treasure (1998: 72) describes as ‘the bargaining 

basis of absolute government’. It was important, therefore, not just to warn subjects of the 

consequences of disobedience, but also to win their hearts and minds. 

 

This chapter argues that representations of royalty in Psyche 1 and 2, whether drawing on 

Greco-Roman mythology or real-life events, served the same overriding process of self-

mythologising on the part of the monarchy. Drawing inspiration from Bardon’s analysis 

(1975) of royal imagery repeated across multiple reigns, it highlights the fact that ballets 

constantly restaged interconnected myths designed to legitimise and preserve 

monarchical rule. Whatever the ostensible fable, these myths were what the ballets de 

Psyché were really designed to transmit. These archetypal fictions had informed royal 

iconography and discourse across the centuries in many European courts. Together, they 

formed a monarchical mythos, that is ‘a body of interconnected stories’ and ‘an ideology, a 

set of beliefs’ (OED). The use of the term mythos in this chapter is not to be confused with 

Aristotle’s concept of muthos or plot discussed in Chapter 2. As exemplified in the ballets 

de Psyché, the myths of monarchy included: ‘The Divinity of the Monarch’; ‘The Triumph 

of Good over Evil’; ‘The Restoration of the Golden Age’; ‘The King’s Sexual Power’ and 

‘The Queen, Paragon of Feminine Perfection’. Only some of these myths correspond to the 

definition of ‘narrative’ offered in Chapter 2. In ‘The Triumph of Good over Evil’, the 

kingdom is threatened by hostile forces which are ultimately defeated by the king. In ‘The 

Restoration of the Golden Age’, the kingdom is faced with a period of turmoil, after which 

peace and stability are restored thanks to the greatness of the sovereign. These fictions 

have some or all of the characteristics of narrative, as defined in Chapter 2. They also 
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constitute ‘myths’ in the sense of ‘a traditional story […] which embodies and provides an 

explanation, aetiology, or justification for something such as […] a religious belief or 

ritual’ (OED) – in this case, for the ideology of monarchy. The other myths – ‘The Divinity 

of the Monarch’, ‘The King’s Sexual Power’ and ‘The Queen, Paragon of Feminine 

Perfection’ – are not narratives per se, but attributions of superlative qualities to the royal 

family. They are ‘myths’ in the sense of ‘a popular conception of a person or thing which 

exaggerates or idealizes the truth’ (OED). The ballets do not enact these myths on the 

stage, but rather allude to them through allegory, eulogy and commentary in the vers. In 

effect, la fable de Psyché has been adapted to enable the conversion of real events – 

specifically, the overthrow of Concini and the defeat of the Fronde – into myths of 

monarchy.  

 

The staging of royalty in accordance with these myths relies on the complete 

interpenetration of onstage and offstage worlds alluded to in the previous chapters. Court 

ballets like the ballets de Psyché needed to extend offstage/onstage, fiction/non-fiction 

interplay beyond the occasional symbolic allusion in order to fulfil their function as royal 

propaganda. The objective was not for audiences to lose themselves in a fictional story 

and the trials and tribulations of its characters. On the contrary, it was essential for 

spectators to be constantly reminded of the real-life monarchy during the spectacle. As 

Bardon (1975: 233) observes, 

Le ballet est l’espace mythique de l’univers monarchique où sont “donnés à voir”, 

abrégés et somptueux, le roi, la cour, l’État, et où le monarque engage le futur, 

proche ou lointain, de sa monarchie. Par là, le ballet est aussi la mise en 

perspective de la monarchie; le spectacle qui y est proposé est celui de la royauté. 

The king and members of his family, whether performing or spectating, remained the 

central foci of the event. If they appeared on stage, they were simultaneously playing their 

fictional roles and a fictionalised version of their real-life role as king, queen or prince. For 

members of the royal family, ballets were an extension of the many court rituals and 

ceremonies in which they were required to project an aura of majesty. Moreover, royal 

encomium permeated the song lyrics and vers pour les personnages, as well as accounts of 

the ballet in livrets. This intermingling of onstage and offstage worlds blurred the 

boundaries between performer and audience, while simultaneously foregrounding the 
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event’s theatricality. Furthermore, in Psyche 2, Benserade commentates metatheatrically 

on the performance of Louis XIV and Philippe d’Anjou, critiquing – positively, of course –

aspects of their performance such as their casting in particular roles, their appearance and 

their dancing skills.  

 

Close examination of the Psyche ballets reveals that although ballet-makers often 

exploited the symbolic potential of established conventions, for example the 

representation of royalty as pagan gods, they also refreshed or reinvented royal myths, or 

even created new ones, to match current political conditions. The articulation of the myths 

of monarchy in the Psyche ballets involves a distinctive and complex relationship to time. 

Firstly, the ballets themselves operate within an intricate temporal framework that 

includes a mythical time suggesting both antiquity and an eternal present; an immediate, 

problematic past whose difficulties are now resolved, signified by allegories of 

deliverance and restoration; and a future Golden Age described as only just out of reach, 

but already being enacted on stage in the present of performance. Secondly, the current 

members of the royal family are simultaneously represented as men and women of the 

moment, perfectly adapted to current political conditions, and as incarnations of an ideal 

eternal monarchy existing outside of contingent time.  

 

The myths of monarchy were frequently transmitted via the arts — in opera, ballet, 

theatre, painting, sculpture and architecture, as well as medallions, coins, tapestries and 

other artefacts. Critics including Christian Delmas (1985) and Bardon (1975) have 

explored the use of Greco-Roman mythology in the arts in the seventeenth century; other 

scholars including McGowan (1963), Canova-Green (1993) and Cowart (2008) have 

investigated mythological allegory in court ballet. However, the relationship between the 

staging of royalty in the Psyche ballets and this monarchical mythos has not been explicitly 

analysed. The Psyche ballets offer representations of both Louis XIII and Louis XIV in the 

early years of their rule. Bardon (1975), Apostolidès (1981), Cohen (2000: 2) and Cowart 

(2008) focus primarily on the portrayal of either Louis XIII or Louis XIV as formidable 

absolute rulers at the height of their power. Some critics, however, have turned their 

attention to the early stages of kingship. McGowan’s L’Art du ballet de cour en France (1963) 
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includes analysis of ballets danced by Louis XIII in the first years of his reign, focusing 

primarily on the power struggles informing the ballets du roi during this period. Cohen 

(2000: 10) explores ‘the sensual capacities of the royal body’ in representations of the 

young Louis XIV. While both these works have influenced the present study, this chapter 

takes a different approach, positing the youth of the two kings – Louis XIII was seventeen 

when Psyche 1 was performed, as was Louis XIV when he appeared in Psyche 2 – as a 

challenge to royal image-makers. These included chief ministers and other advisers, court 

artists and, to a greater or lesser degree, the sovereigns themselves. Both Louis XIII and 

Louis XIV faced instability and rebellion at the beginning of their reigns. Royal image-

makers therefore needed to counteract any perception of fragility caused by the 

monarchs’ youth, as this could weaken an already unstable state. In effect, the ballets 

represent two possible solutions to this problem. In the 1619 ballet, the sovereign’s age is 

disguised, and his monarchical greatness is depicted as a fait accompli. In contrast, in the 

1656 ballet, the king’s youth is portrayed as the source of his magnetism, and its symbolic 

potential is exploited to suggest a break with the troubled past and a fresh start for the 

kingdom. 

 

This chapter begins by examining court ballet’s function as an instrument of propaganda, 

drawing on Pavis’ semiology of theatre to define the impact of the royal presence in a 

theatrical context. It then considers the propaganda challenge posed by the youth of Louis 

XIII and Louis XIV respectively at the time the Psyche ballets were performed. The 

analysis that follows considers how the archetypal myths of the king’s divinity, the 

triumph of good over evil and the return of the Golden Age are exploited to enhance the 

kings’ prestige and project images of power in the Psyche ballets. The final section 

explores how power relations connected with gender and sexuality manifest themselves 

in the Psyche productions, considering these topics primarily from a historical 

perspective. The representation of gender and sexuality in the ballets is intimately linked 

to two fundamental constructs of the French monarchy: the unbroken line of French kings 

and the system of male primogeniture. Problematising the performance of the ‘body 

politic’ by the king’s ‘body natural’, it explores the theme of the king in love in Psyche 2; 

the masculine-feminine pairings of Louis XIII / Anne of Austria and Louis XIV / Philippe 

d’Anjou; and the representation of queenship in terms of a feminine ideal of beauty, 
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motherhood and peace-making. In conceptualising the relationship between real-life 

power dynamics and the imaginaire monarchique in terms of a ‘mythos of monarchy’, this 

chapter not only sheds light on the political and ideological content of the corpus ballets, 

but also offers a useful framework for evaluating the representation of monarchy in 

similar works.  

 

4.2 The Staging of Royal Power 

The staging of royalty in the Psyche ballets needs to be understood as part of a wider 

effort to affirm royal ideology and enhance the reputation of the French monarch. During 

the seventeenth century, the French monarchy created a number of institutions aimed at 

controlling its own representation. The objective was, first of all, to enhance the monarch’s 

prestige, defined as ‘impressive or overawing influence, glamour’ and ‘a person’s standing 

in the estimation of others’ (OED). This, in turn, promoted the king’s political, military 

and economic dominance by enabling him to exercise power over the minds of courtiers, 

subjects and foreign rulers. Richelieu founded the Académie française in 1635, for 

example, in order to promote the image and interests of the monarchy and the status of 

France (Treasure 1998: 45). Not only did this institution seek to standardise the French 

language and uphold literary standards, but it also played its part in exalting the king 

(The New Oxford Companion to Literature in French 1995). In 1663, the Petite Académie was 

founded by Colbert to oversee royal medals, inscriptions and monuments with the aim of 

controlling the portrayal of the history of the reign. Both Richelieu and Mazarin rewarded 

historians with pensions and salaries for giving a favourable account of royal policy. 

Official newspapers such as the Mercure françois and the Gazette also ensured that 

‘setbacks would be glossed over and victories puffed up’ (Treasure 1998: 45). Artistic 

production, increasingly controlled by the monarchy, represented one of the most 

important components of royal image-making.  

 

Court ballet played a significant part in a broader endeavour that would arguably be 

labelled ‘propaganda’ today. The OED defines ‘propaganda’ as ‘the systematic 

dissemination of information, especially in a biased or misleading way, in order to 
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promote a political cause or point of view’. The term ‘propaganda’ derives originally from 

the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, a commission of cardinals set up by Pope Gregory XV 

in 1622 to spread the Christian Gospel amongst non-believers in the New World; it only 

acquired its political meaning in the late eighteenth century when methods of persuasion 

employed by supporters of the French Revolution were likened to Christian conversion 

techniques. Cowart (2008: xxi) cautions that ‘almost all the terminology we would use to 

describe the processes by which royal imagery was promulgated – propaganda, publicity, 

marketing, advertising, public relations, public opinion – […] remains anachronistic to the 

early modern period’. From a seventeenth-century perspective, the objective was to 

enhance the reputation, or gloire, of the king in the minds of the nobility and foreign 

dignitaries, and to impress the image of this glorious kingship on posterity. However, 

Cowart, Canova-Green, Bardon and Peter Burke all employ ‘propaganda’ to describe the 

staging of royalty in court ballet. The king’s image-makers were, after all, engaged in the 

art of persuasion. Burke (1992: 13) points out that the sovereign and his counsellors had 

all been trained in rhetoric, and were well versed in the use of symbols to manipulate 

opinion. However, royal image-making in court ballet, pageants and festivities did not 

use rhetorical techniques to persuade through rational argument: instead, they aimed to 

dazzle audiences with extravagant spectacle, persistently repeating encomiastic and 

allegorical tropes affirming the same myths. Court ceremonies and entertainments 

resembled religious rituals in that their enactment worked on the subconscious and 

therefore acted as a powerful normative force. The effect of the repetition of the myths of 

monarchy can be conceptualised as something akin to Eric Hobsbawm’s theory of 

‘invented traditions’ (2012: 1). These are defined as ‘a set of practices, normally governed 

by overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to 

inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically 

implies continuity with the past’. Through constant restatement, the myths of monarchy 

became inscribed in the minds of the king’s subjects so as to resemble eternal and 

unchanging truths, whatever the actual character and behaviour of the current sovereign. 
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The Royal Presence 

Ballet’s chief advantage over other performing arts was the onstage presence of royal 

dancers. Royalty did not perform in drama or opera, but they did regularly grace the 

ballet stage. In this, ballet de cour resembled the royal entry, which had evolved over time 

to include music, dance and scenic spectacle (see Mulryne and Goldring 2002). Court 

ballet was able to transmit royal ideology directly through the onstage presence of the 

monarch and his family. As Apostolidès (1981: 59) points out, by performing in ballets 

himself, Louis XIV could embody his own imagery and enact his own legend. The 

presence of the monarch onstage corresponds to the concept developed by Pavis in 

Problèmes de sémiologie théâtrale (1976: 13-14) of the ‘icône littérale’, which he opposes to the 

‘icône mimétique’. By ‘icon’ he means a sign that has a relationship of analogy between 

signifier and signified. He gives the example of the bodies and voices of the actors which 

are signified onstage by the bodies and voices of the actors. Most theatrical icons are 

mimetic in that they attempt to replicate something else: an actor does his best to imitate 

the character he plays. However, as Pavis points out, in spectacles such as circuses or 

‘happenings’, ‘l’icône n’imite pas son objet mais lui est littéralement identique’. In court 

ballet, the king of France remained king of France, even when appearing on stage as 

Jupiter or Pluto. He was therefore simultaneously performing his fictional role (mimetic 

icon) and being himself: the king (literal icon). However, given that kingship was itself 

performative — when in public his majesty was expected to act like a king —, it could also 

be argued that he was playing the part of a king (both a literal and mimetic icon) as well 

as the part of a ballet character (mimetic icon). The court ballet identities of royal family 

members, like those of the aristocrats they danced with, were multi-layered, a blend of 

fictional role, gallant stereotype and court persona (see Chapter 3). As Pavis observes 

(1976: 14), in all theatre ‘le rapport entre signifié et signifiant est, en fait, souvent complexe 

et variable, l’icône étant tour à tour littérale et mimétique’. The power of the royal 

presence resides precisely in the interplay between ‘king performing a theatrical role’, 

‘king being king’ and ‘king performing his role as king’. This was exploited by ballet 

creators in the way they framed royal performances.  

 

In the Psyche ballets, the presence of royalty was central to the experience, regardless of 

how many entrées they danced in. In Psyche 1, Anne of Austria appears in only one entrée 
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out of a total of eleven, but her spectacular descent from the heavens to dance with her 

ladies is the climax of the performance. Louis XIII does not appear on stage at all, but is 

nevertheless the dominant topic of verses and song lyrics. In Psyche 2, Louis XIV dances in 

three entrées and Philippe d’Anjou in two, out of a total of twenty-seven. This compares 

with an average of two entrées each for noble dancers of both sexes, with only the 

marquesses de Genlis, de Villequier and de Saucour matching the king’s three 

appearances. The cast of around fifty professional dancers and musicians average 

between one and two appearances each, with the Sieurs Beauchamp and Raynal dancing 

in as many as five entrées. However, there is no doubt that royalty play starring roles in 

this work. The nature of Louis XIV’s appearances and the supporting vers pour les 

personnages ensure his pre-eminence. It is notable that royal hierarchy is strictly 

maintained in the ballets. Even in the 1619 production, a queen’s ballet of which Anne of 

Austria was nominally the star, the audience’s attention is constantly directed towards the 

sovereign. Similarly, in 1656, Louis XIV dances in more entrées than Monsieur, his brother, 

and is the explicit focus of much of the vocal music, including a dialogue in Part I that 

accompanies his appearance as Spring (p.294); and the récit that opens Part II addressed 

‘av roy’ by the personification of Glory (p.313). 

 

For members of the royal family to dance before the court was not without risk because 

they needed to embody an ideal of monarchy through their performance. As Franko 

expresses it (1994: 76), ‘Despite the most specialized skills, performance always entails 

physical risks placing the perfect symmetry of power and representation in jeopardy. Its 

effects are founded on an inherently fallible, even if dependably virtuosic, human 

performance before onlookers’. This was particularly important for the king: ‘Il fallait 

danser bien, car c’était une affaire d’Etat. Que le roi trébuchât, et c’était l’Etat, en lui 

incarné, qui vacillait’ (Néraudau 2013: 143). As Calhoun (2016: 351) points out, ‘a dancing 

king was potentially placing himself in a vulnerable position of failure, which did not 

square with the growing ideals of Absolutism’. Any member of the royal family risked 

disgracing themselves and the monarchy if they failed to impress on stage. If the ballet 

were to succeed in promoting the myth of monarchical superiority, then all the artists 

involved needed to ensure that royal performers were displayed to their best advantage. 

The construction of the royal image in court ballet was a collective operation, involving 
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poets, composers, dancing masters, costumiers and wigmakers, usually with additional 

input from key advisers to the king and other influential courtiers (Burke 1992: 45). 

Performing royals and the courtiers dancing with them also worked hard to perfect their 

movements. To give just one example, Louis XIII, who had regular dancing lessons from 

the age of five, attended thirty rehearsals to prepare for his role as Godefroy de Bouillon 

in Le Ballet de Tancrede (1619) (Héroard 1868; cited in McGowan 1963: 119). 

 

Roles such as Jupiter, Juno or Apollo would have demanded the same majestic 

demeanour that royalty were required to adopt in official ceremonies. However, Louis 

XIII and Louis XIV both played very diverse roles, not all of them princely or heroic. In 

Psyche 2, for example, Louis XIV played a Mischievous Spirit; other ballet roles included a 

Man of Ice (Le Ballet des fêtes de Bacchus, 1651), a Furious Person (Le Ballet royal de la nuit, 

1653) and a Debauched Person (Le Ballet des plaisirs, 1655), not to mention cross-cast roles 

including a Bacchante in Le Ballet des fêtes de Bacchus (1651) and a Village Maiden in Les 

Noces de village (1661). His father also impersonated a wide range of characters, ranging 

from Hercules and Mars (Le Ballet des quatre monarchies chrétiennes, 1635; Le Ballet de la 

marine, 1635) to a Hunter and a Fire Demon (Le Ballet du Roi représentant la furie de Roland, 

1618; Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud, 1617). These roles would have demanded 

sufficient dramatic ability to dance in a manner befitting the character, as decreed by the 

principle of bienséance (see Chapter 2). Skills in imitative dance would not generally have 

been required of female members of the royal family, however, as they were almost 

invariably cast in queenly roles such as Juno or Minerva. As the analysis of Louis XIV’s 

appearance as a Mischievous Spirit below illustrates, ballet poets found inventive ways of 

explaining away the incompatibilities between the dignity of kingship and less heroic 

roles played by the sovereign. 

 

The monarch did not necessarily have to appear on stage to dominate proceedings. Louis 

XIII did not dance in Psyche 1, but he was fully incorporated into the performance of this 

ballet de la Reyne and even upstaged the queen. The convention of queen’s ballets was for 

the performance to be directed towards the king, who was prominently positioned as the 

most privileged spectator. Seated front and centre in the so-called place du prince, he 
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remains the focus of attention throughout Psyche 1. In proscenium theatres, the place du 

prince was the only position from which the perspective of the décor could be perfectly 

seen. According to Marvin Carlson, author of Places of Performance: The Semiotics of Theatre 

Architecture (1989: 22), this convention ‘emphasised the order imposed upon a space by 

the political master of that space, the centrality of that master’s vision, and the increasing 

insignificance of objects as they were located at greater distance from the position of 

power’. The situation of the place du prince viz a viz theatrical perspective served as a 

metaphor for the sovereign’s superior overview of the kingdom: ‘Seul, le roi, à qui tout est 

visible, comme à l’œil de Dieu, est à même d’embrasser le spectacle dans son entier’ 

(Canova-Green 1993: 47). The centrality of the prince determined the positioning of 

performers at key moments. For example, in Psyche 1, Cupid leads ‘vn concert de dix 

Luths sonnants fort harmonieusement […] iusques deuant le Roy où il chanta son recit’ 

(p.151). In the penultimate scene of the ballet, the assembled gods of Olympus, played by 

musicians and singers, ‘s’auance tousiours iusques à ce qu’estant deuant le Roy on chanta 

vn recit d’vne seule voix’ (p.153). Thus, the sovereign’s centre-front position focalized 

onstage action and visual illusion while embodying and affirming absolutist control of the 

state. 

 

A tradition had developed in ballets mélodramatiques whereby the king could play a 

decisive role in the unfolding fiction from his position in the audience, without needing to 

appear on the stage. The spectating monarch would be incorporated into the fiction and 

credited with resolving the crisis presented by the storyline merely by virtue of his 

presence. For example, at the end of Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581), the defeated 

enchantress, Circe, was brought as a prisoner before Henri III, who was seated in the 

audience: she handed the king her golden wand, source of her magic powers, 

surrendering to ‘ce grand Roy’ (Beaujoyeulx and others 1582: 55). In similar fashion, in Le 

Ballet de Monsieur de Vendôme (1610), the wicked sorceress Alcina, who had cast a spell on 

crusading French knights, was supposedly defeated by the combined forces of Henri IV’s 

majesty and the beauty of the ladies in attendance. As the sorceress laments, 

La presence de ce grand Roy,  

Et tant de beautez que je voy  

En charmes divins & fertilles,  
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Ont rendu les miens inutilles. (Canova-Green 2010: 17) 

In the 1619 Ballet de Psyché, Louis XIII shares the focus with Anne of Austria even though 

he is seated in the audience. The flattering allusions to the king in verses and song lyrics 

ensure that he remains the focal point of the ballet. The greater part of the Concert des 

Dieux is devoted to praise of the sovereign, citing his greatness, goodness, valour and 

virtue, asserting that he is formidable, feared by his enemies and loved by all. This 

involvement of the monarch in the ballet as an audience member implies a cross-over 

between fiction and non-fiction, between performance and spectatorship and the spaces 

designated for those activities. It is therefore appropriate to include the ‘staging’ of Louis 

XIII in Psyche 1 in the ensuing analysis even though he did not perform in this ballet.  

 

Court Ballet and the Promotion of Monarchic Ideology 

The production of a ballet had propaganda value in itself, offering a visible demonstration 

of the liberality of the king: theatrical magnificence and grandeur ‘was a persuasive 

means of demonstrating – or rather, performing – the power of the sovereign’ (Prest 2006: 

77). Burke (1992: 5) observes that ‘magnificence was considered to be impressive, in the 

literal sense of leaving an “impression” on the viewers like those stamped on a piece of 

wax’. The ability to command the best artists, drawing them to the French court from all 

parts of Europe, was a further demonstration of the sovereign’s power. Moreover, the 

production of spectacles could give the impression of peace and order in the kingdom 

even in times of war. As Chappuzeau wrote in Le Theatre françois of 1674 (cited in Canova-

Green 1993: 15), ‘[…] quand on void les Souuerains & les Peuples dans la joye, c’est vne 

marque assurée que le dedans est tranquille, & que l’on ne craint point d’orage du 

dehors’. During periods when France was engaged in conflicts with foreign powers, for 

example during the Franco-Spanish War (1635-1659), the organisation of spectacular 

festivals requiring a great deal of expenditure served to create the impression that the 

French kingdom had massive resources and could therefore sustain a prolonged period of 

conflict.  
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Court entertainments such as ballets were political events by definition: they were useful 

to the monarchy as both expedient distractions and instruments of control. Participation 

in ballets had the advantage of keeping members of the nobility amused and occupied, 

and therefore, hopefully, less likely to cause trouble in the kingdom. Richelieu reported in 

his memoires that Henri IV had opined of the duc of Nemours, who was fully occupied 

with music, carousels and ballets, ‘qu’il n’avait rien à craindre d’un homme passionné 

pour de telles frivolités’ (Richelieu 1907: 323). Moreover, ballet, with its codified gestures 

and conventions, served as an extension of court etiquette. As a royal ceremony for which 

attendance by the nobility was a duty, ballet de cour, alongside other rituals such as the 

levée du roi, served as a mechanism for controlling the activities of courtiers to ensure their 

obedience (Burke 1992: 7). Dancing in ballets with the king was considered a great 

honour. Whether or not aristocrats received invitations to perform alongside the monarch 

indicated whether they were in or out of favour. 

 

The ludic nature of court ballet was key to its political effectiveness. Louis XIV himself 

(1806: 193) acknowledged the power of entertainment in winning hearts and minds:  

Cette société de plaisirs, qui donne aux personnes de la cour une honnête familiarité 

avec nous, les touche et les charme plus qu’on ne peut dire (…). Par là, nous tenons 

leur esprit et leur cœur quelquefois plus fortement peut-être que par les 

récompenses et les bienfaits. (Louis XIV 1806: 193)  

Marin’s observations about the Versailles fêtes (2020: 241) could equally apply to court 

ballet: ‘le divertissement, c’est la politique qui se poursuit sur un autre registre […]; le 

comportement politique est joué dans le geste ludique’. While seventeenth-century critics 

of the theatre such as Nicole (1667: 44) warned of the dangers of succumbing to the 

sensual onslaught of theatrical spectacle, the monarchy exploited its appeal to the senses 

to delight and mesmerise. Apostolidès asserts that ‘le spectacle au XVIIe siècle possède 

une fonction d’éblouissement: il attire en même temps qu’il dissimule’. He argues that 

during the reign of Louis XIV, spectacle served to project the glorious image of the king 

onto the subconscious of his subjects: ‘S’il gouverne le peuple par les dragonnades et les 

exécutions publiques, il gouverne la nation par les fêtes de cour et la fascination privée’. 

Entertainments such as court ballets projected the ideology of monarchy through the 

pleasurable experiences of display and spectation. 
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In the shifting geopolitical landscape of Europe, in which allied countries could suddenly 

become enemies or vice versa, court ballet served as a useful diplomatic instrument. The 

seating of foreign ambassadors signalled their relative status in relation to France’s 

current foreign policy agenda (Canova-Green 1993: 69–70). Whether a foreign dignitary 

was chosen to appear in a ballet could also reveal his country’s place in France’s network 

of alliances and enmities. For example, Charles II’s brother, the Duke of York (the future 

James II of England) appeared in a number of ballets when the English royal family were 

living in exile at the court of France following the outbreak of the English Civil Wars. 

These included Le Ballet de la nuit (1653), Les nopces de Pélée et de Thétis (1654) and Le Ballet 

des plaisirs (1655). When France signed a treaty of alliance with Cromwell in 1655, it 

agreed not to harbour enemies of the English republican government; as a result, Charles 

II left France and the remaining members of his family were obliged to keep a lower 

profile. But for these circumstances, it is probable that the Duke of York would have 

appeared in the Ballet de Psyché in 1656; instead he merely attended a performance with 

his sisters (Canova-Green 1993: 65–66). A ballet could also be used as an instrument to 

bring warring parties together. For example, Le Ballet comique de la Royne (1581) formed 

part of peace-making efforts by Louise de Lorraine, wife of Henri III, and Catherine de 

Medici, the queen mother, during the Wars of Religion (1562-1598). Members of the 

queen’s family from the houses of Guise and Lorraine, including her brother Philippe 

Emmanuel, duc de Mercœur, were involved in the Catholic League whose aim was to 

eradicate Protestantism in France and remove Henri III from the throne. By inviting 

members of the rebellious clans to attend the performance and dance in the ballet, the 

queens hoped – in vain, as it turned out – to bring about a reconciliation between Louise’s 

family and the crown (Lecomte 2014: 83). Conversely, a ballet could provide the setting 

for an  act of war: in 1641, Richelieu ordered the captured commanders of the Spanish 

forces, Jean de Verth and Ekenfort, to be brought to Le Ballet de la prospérité des armes de 

France (1641) to witness the dramatization of a series of real-life French victories over 

Spain (Canova-Green 1993: 52), in order to humiliate them publicly with the re-enactment 

of their defeat. Accounts of productions in court journals such as the Mercure de France 

and the Gazette, as well as commemorative livrets, ensured that ballets reached an 
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audience far beyond the court and extended the timeframe of their impact. Large-scale 

official ballets were thus memorialised for posterity in textual and iconographic records.  

 

It is important to acknowledge, however, that the monarchy and the artists who served it 

could not completely control audience reactions or ensure a positive reception for the 

propaganda messaging in ballets. In examining the role of theatrical performance, 

including ballets de cour, on diplomacy in early modern France, Welch (2017: 151–52) cites 

examples of negative responses to performances that may well have impacted on 

international relations – although, in some cases, this had more to do with poor treatment 

of spectators than the action on stage. The ambassador from Savoy, Thomas-François 

Chabod, marquis de Saint-Maurice, protested in a letter to his master, the Grand-Duke of 

Savoy, about the terrible ‘désordre’ experienced by members of the diplomatic corps 

attending Louis XIV’s Divertissement of 1668. In the huge crowd of inadequately 

controlled attendees, ‘les ministres étrangers furent poussés, rebutés, battus et mal placés 

…’ (Saint-Maurice and Lemoine 1910: 164; Cited in Welch 2017: 151–52). The English 

ambassador Henry Cobham complained of similar treatment when he attended an 

unnamed ballet performed at the French court in 1581 (Butler, [n.d.]; Cited in Welch 2017: 

152). Nor could a positive response from domestic audiences be guaranteed. Gough cites 

an anonymous letter writer who describes unfortunate scenes at a ballet de la reine in 

which Marie de Medici, wife of Henri IV, appeared in 1605. An entry for Moors, Turkish 

Slaves and Camels, very possibly live ones, was supposed to finish with an encomium 

addressed to the king. However, the entry came to a premature end because the audience 

reacted to the dancers and the ‘tintamarre’ of instruments that accompanied them with an 

outburst of scornful hilarity: the performers, ‘voiant que les dames pissoient soubs elles et 

que la plupart des gentilhommes estoient disposés à couchier le balet de rire’, were too 

ashamed to continue and exited the stage before making their planned speech to the king 

(Le Romant des chevaliers de Thrace 1605; Cited in Gough 2019: 101). However competent 

those involved in its creation, theatrical performance could be a high-risk strategy for 

royal image-makers. 
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Young Sovereigns 

Louis XIII acceded to the throne of France in 1610 at age eight when his father, Henri IV, 

was assassinated. His mother, Marie de Medici, was appointed Regent until her son’s 

maturity. Although he had been inducted into the ceremonial side of his role from an 

early age, the teenage Louis XIII resented the fact that his mother excluded him from 

affairs of state. The king was disregarded by courtiers while his mother’s favourite, 

Concino Concini, accumulated honours, riches and an ever-stronger power base. The 

young king’s hatred of Concini grew as the latter became increasingly arrogant and 

ambitious (Kettering 2008: 45). Moreover, the kingdom was in crisis, experiencing the 

third civil war of Marie de Medici’s regency. Concini ‘en était venu à représenter la face 

publique de la régence de Marie de Médicis, y compris son dysfonctionnement’ 

(Blanchard 2009: 32). With his friend and adviser, Charles d’Albert de Luynes, and two 

other close allies, Louis plotted the murder of Concini. He also had his mother exiled to 

Blois, where in 1618 she was implicated in a plot against him. The defeat of Concini by 

Louis XIII was represented allegorically in a series of ballets organised for Louis XIII by 

de Luynes, including Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617), Le Ballet de la furie de Roland 

(1618) and Le Ballet de Tancrède (1619), and underlies many of the references to the king in 

Psyche 1 (see The Triumph of Good over Evil below). 

 

Louis XIV became king at an even younger age, acceding to the throne at four years old 

on the death of his father of tuberculosis, and his minority was equally marred by turmoil 

(Petitfils 1995: 12). Twice during the Fronde, in 1649 and 1652, the young king and his 

mother were obliged to flee the capital, while chief minister Cardinal Mazarin was forced 

to take refuge abroad. Eventually, following the defeat of the Fronde des Princes by the 

king’s armies, the young sovereign made a triumphant return to Paris in October 1652, 

followed by Mazarin in February 1653 (Petitfils 1995: 55). Rebel leaders were exiled, 

arrested or condemned to death. With the resumption of full control of the state by Louis 

XIV and Mazarin, rebellion by the nobility was deemed to have been summarily crushed 

and royal authority reasserted itself in increasingly absolutist form. The triumph of the 

monarchy over the Fronde was the subject of a number of court ballets in the following 

years. In Le Ballet de la nuit (1653), Louis played the rising sun, warning ‘Qui ne voudrait 

pas avouer ma Lumière / Sentira ma chaleur’ (Canova-Green 1997: 158); in Les nopces de 
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Pélée et de Thétis (1654) he appeared as Apollo slaying the python, an allegory for the 

monarchy’s victory over its enemies also employed in representations of Louis XIII. The 

defeat of the Fronde constitutes the subtext for the staging of royalty in Psyche 2. 

 

There are notable parallels in the circumstances of performance of the two ballets de 

Psyché. In 1619 as in 1656, the sovereign was young and in the early years of his reign, and 

the kingdom needed to be stabilised following a period of turbulence. Louis XIII was only 

seventeen years old when Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché was produced, as 

was Louis XIV when he performed in Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la puissance de l’amour. 

However, there are significant differences in the representation of the two sovereigns, 

particularly as regards their age. Absolutely no mention is made of Louis XIII’s youth in 

Psyche 1, whereas in Psyche 2 it is a central feature of Louis XIV’s representation and is 

exploited as a political asset. Louis XIII is presented as a ‘grand roi plein de gloire’, a 

‘Prince magnanime’ in sole control of governing the kingdom. In some ways, Louis had 

had to grow up very quickly: he married the Infanta of Spain at age fourteen, staging a 

coup d’état against his own mother and ordering a political assassination at the age of 

fifteen. At seventeen, when Psyche 1 was performed, he had been ruling alone for nearly 

two years. However, he relied heavily for advice and instruction on Charles d’Albert de 

Luynes, his favourite. De Luynes was a minor aristocrat who, thanks to his close, fatherly 

relationship to the young king, had worked his way up from Head Falconer to the 

position of Maréchal de France and the title of duke. He cast himself in starring roles 

alongside the king in a number of ballets: Renaud in La Délivrance de Renaud, Roland in La 

furie de Roland, Tancrède in Le Ballet de Tancrède. In all of these productions, Louis XIII 

played Godefroy, French leader of the First Crusades. Many at court resented De Luynes’ 

power over the king and were jealous of his advancement. It was important, therefore, to 

represent the seventeen-year-old king as a fully-fledged adult ruler governing 

independently and to gloss over his dependence on De Luynes. There was also a need to 

project the strength of the crown at a time when rebellious nobles were beginning to rally 

around Louis’s exiled mother, Marie de Medici.  
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In Psyche 2, Louis XIV is portrayed as a very different seventeen-year-old to Louis XIII. 

Here, the emphasis is on youth, vigour, and the pleasures of young manhood such as 

gaming and lovemaking. Whereas in Psyche 1, any acknowledgement of Louis XIII’s age 

would have been a potential sign of weakness, in Psyche 2 the king’s youth – ‘sa jeune 

vigueur’ (p.295) – serves as a metaphor for royal strength, symbolising new growth and 

renewal in the kingdom following the defeat of the Fronde. The first of the three roles he 

dances in the ballet is Spring: Louis had already played this part in Le Ballet du Temps in 

1654, and reprised the role in Le Ballet des saisons in 1661. Louis incarnated a number of 

personifications of inanimate entities or abstract ideas, including the Spirit of the Dance in 

Le Ballet des plaisirs (1655) and the Golden Age in Le Ballet du temps (1654). The symbolic 

meaning of these roles was particularly obvious because it did not rely on knowledge of 

classical mythology. As the bringer of warmth and fertility, Spring also belonged in the 

category of life-giving forces like the Sun, or the Sun god Apollo, roles he danced in Le 

Ballet de la nuit (1653), Les Nopces de Pélée et de Thétis (1654), Hercule amoureux (1662) and Le 

Ballet de Flore (1669), that helped create his image as Le Roi Soleil. In Psyche 2, Zephyr and 

Flora greet Louis XIV’s first entrance in song: 

O que tout le monde est heureux, 

De voir ce Printems amoureux, 

Qui brille d’vne gloire extresme! (p.294) 

The youth of the king could serve as a powerful symbol of a clean break with the past and 

the full restoration of monarchical power. Louis XIV’s youth is further highlighted when 

he appears as a Mischievous Spirit: he has the air of ‘vn grand jeune garcon’ and ‘n’aura 

vingt ans que dans deux ans d’icy’ (actually two years and seven months later). Unlike his 

father, Louis XIV had not begun his personal reign by the age of seventeen, but was still 

under the tutelage of Mazarin, his chief minister. His personal reign did not in fact begin 

until after Mazarin’s death in 1661, when he was twenty-three. As Mazarin was officially 

in charge of affairs of state in 1656, it might have been expedient for the king to be 

represented as preoccupied with youthful pleasures such as dancing and lovemaking. 

Nevertheless, thanks to Benserade’s cleverly worded praise and the impact of the young 

king’s presence, ballets such as Psyche 2 became vehicles for the promotion of his personal 

authority. In the Psyche ballets, the young sovereigns are portrayed as both perfectly 

suited to the needs of the present, as exemplified in the contrasting treatments of their 
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youth, and representatives of a timeless, ideal of kingship embodied in the myths of 

monarchy. 

 

The Divinity of the King 

According to seventeenth-century theorists of monarchy, who included members of the 

clergy, jurists and government officials, the king was God’s representative on earth. Jean 

Savaron, president and lieutenant-general in the sénéchaussée (prefecture) of Auvergne, 

writing in 1620, alludes to this in addressing the monarch: ‘le tout puissant…vous ayant 

estably son Vicaire au temporel de vostre Royaume’ (Traicté de la souveraineté du 

Roy…1620: 3, cited in Bloch 1961: 351). Many writers on monarchy stressed the priestly 

qualities of kings. For example, in his Histoire ecclésiastique de la cour, the chaplin 

Guillaume Du Peyrat declared: ‘encores que les Roys de France ne soient pas Prestres 

comme les Roys des Payens […] ils participant à la Prestrise et ne sont pas purs laiques’ 

(Du Peyrat 1645, 728, cited in Bloch 1961: 349). This suggests that the king, like an 

ordained Catholic priest, was perceived as Christ’s representative on earth. At the 

coronation of a French monarch, less emphasis was placed on the bestowing of the crown 

than on the anointing with holy oil, through which the kings of France claimed to receive 

their power by divine right. This was the source of the French kings’ sacred and priestly 

attributes, according to Capuchin preacher Father Balthazar de Riez (1672): ‘…le sacre de 

nos rois n’est pas nécessaire pour leur asseurer leur droit sur la Couronne de France, 

lequel ils tirent de la naissance et de la succession. Mais […] c’est une sainte ceremonie, 

qui attire sur eux des graces particulieres du Ciel, qui rend leurs personnes sacrées, et en 

quelque façon Sacerdotales’ (De Riez 1672: 12). In Les Rois Thaumaturges, Bloch (1961) 

traces belief in the supernatural powers of kings to the Middle Ages. The ‘rois 

thaumaturges’ described by Bloch (1961) were believed to cure their subjects’ ills by the 

laying on of hands, especially through the ‘touché des écrouelles’ (touching of scrofulæ), a 

practice that continued into the seventeenth century (Bloch 1961: 360-368).  

 

Some theorists of monarchy believed that kings were not merely God’s representatives, 

but earthly gods themselves. Jean Savaron advised the king that he had been ‘constitué 
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comme un Dieu corporel pour estre respecté, servy, obéy de tous vos subjects…’ (Savaron 

1620: 3, cited in Bloch 1961: 351). For the writer André Duchesne, monarchs were ‘des 

Dieux en Terre’, while the Bishop of Chartres, speaking on behalf of an Assembly of the 

Clergy, asserted that ‘il est donc à savoir, qu’outre l’universel consentement des peuples 

et des nations, les Prophetes annoncent, les Apôtres confirment, et les Martyres 

confessent, que les Roys sont ordonnez de Dieu; et non cela seulement, mais qu’eus 

mesmes sont Dieux’ (Mercure françois 1626, 11: 1072). Bloch contends that an assertion of 

this type was ‘parfaitement banale’ in the seventeenth century, but nevertheless 

exemplified a theological shift: ‘Il est bien frappant de trouver ainsi constamment 

employées, à cette époque de foi, des tournures que les âges précédents auraient, presque 

unanimement, rejetées comme idolâtres’ (Bloch 1961: 354). This conception of monarchy 

as divine had a major influence on its representation in the arts. Rituals such as court 

ceremonies, festivals and theatrical performances expressed ‘[les] théories quasi 

mystiques de l’époque sur la royauté (Canova-Green 1993: 52). Bardon (1975: 283) ascribes 

the characteristics of religious worship to the royal ceremonies and divertissements that 

created ‘la féérie monarchique’: these entertainments constituted ‘une ascèse rigoureuse 

de l’admiration et de la sublimation’. Apostolidès (1985: 13) argues that the function of 

royal ritual, of the ‘manifestations spectaculaires’ that punctuated the life of a king such as 

baptisms, coronations and marriages, was to offer tangible proof of the divinity of the 

monarch.  

 

The staging of royalty in the Psyche ballets affirms the myth that the monarch is 

omnipotent and godlike. Encomiums to the sovereign were often reminiscent of 

invocations of God in Christian worship, as illustrated in the second air of the Concert des 

Dieux when Louis XIII is apostrophised as ‘ô merueilles des Roys!’ and ‘Toy de qui tout le 

monde es l’amour & la crainte’ (Guédron and others 1621: 25). However, it would have 

been sacrilegious for the sovereign to be represented on stage as the Christian God 

(Delaporte 2018: 356). The god-like status of kings was instead communicated through 

their representation as pagan divinities – ‘les dieux’ rather than ‘Dieu’. For example, Louis 

XIII appears as Jupiter in 1619 and Louis XIV as Pluto in 1656. According to Bardon (1975: 

280), these allegorical representations of monarchy brought the sovereign closer to the 

eternal and the universal, thereby dissociating him from contingent reality. The sacred 
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character of kingship, conveyed through allegory, was reinforced and rendered tangible 

by ‘le merveilleux’ in the form of scenic spectacle and special effects such as heavenly 

descents, flying chariots, rolling seas and metamorphoses. Thus court ballets, like other 

entertainments involving technological wizardry such as opera and pièces à machines, 

could function as rituals embodying and enacting the supernatural powers of the 

monarch. 

 

Because the queen is playing Juno, queen of Olympus, in the 1619 Ballet de Psyché, the 

discourse of the ballet casts Louis XIII as Jupiter, ruler of the gods, although he is seated in 

the audience rather than appearing on stage. Jupiter had served as an allegory of 

monarchy at least since Charles Quint (1338-1380), who was represented as Jupiter 

wielding his thunderbolts in his royal entry into Lille (Bardon 1975: 45). Henri II (1519-

1559) was depicted as king of Olympus in a fresco at the Chateau de Tanlay in which the 

royal family and entourage were all painted as mythological divinities (Seznec 1940: 47). 

Cartari’s mythological manual lists multiple incarnations of Jupiter in Greco-Roman 

culture, ranging from a divine spirit that produced and governed the universe to a 

promiscuous deity taking animal shape to pursue his desires (Cartari 1581: 141 and 204). 

However, it was as the omnipotent king of Olympus that Jupiter was most often deployed 

in royal iconography. Henri IV, for example, was portrayed in several engravings dressed 

à l’antique as ‘Jupiter-Imperator’, thereby inviting comparison to Roman emperors as well 

as pagan deities. The figure of Jupiter offered royal image-makers a ready-made allegory 

of majesty, power and divinity. 

 

Louis XIII’s representations as Jupiter in court ballet occur in ballets de la reine, specifically 

in Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyche (1619) and Le Ballet de la Reine représentant les 

fêtes de Junon la Nopcière (1623), and involve the Jupiter-Juno pairing often employed in 

representations of the royal couple. In 1625, for example, Puget de la Serre published an 

allegorical history entitled Les Amours du Roy et de la Reyne sous les noms de Jupiter et de 

Junon [….] ou l’Histoire Morale de France, soubs le Regne de Louys le Iuste et Anne d’Austriche, 

chronicling the royal courtship and marriage in a roman à clef where the real-life 

protagonists were portrayed as classical gods and heroes. The illustrations by Michel 
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Lasne include a frontispiece drawing symbolic parallels between the royal couple and the 

king and queen of Olympus, and a double portrait of Louis XIII as Jupiter and Anne as 

Juno. The representation in the 1619 ballet of Louis and Anne, both only seventeen, as 

rulers of Olympus was no doubt intended to portray them as mature, dignified and 

majestic. The role of Jupiter connotes the quasi-godlike status of Louis XIII, who has 

metaphorically raised the status of Anne of Austria to that of the goddess Juno through 

marriage, as Cupid rendered Psyche immortal through their union. The queen has now 

joined the ranks of the gods, as Hebe tells potential lovers in her verses: 

Ie vous rendray pareils aux Dieux, 

S’il faut que ma Reyne, en ces lieux 

Face desormais sa demeure. (p.157) 

Louis / Jupiter’s divinity is a recurring theme in the ballet: the goddess Themis predicts 

that his children will be demigods; and Astrea instructs him: ‘Fay tout à l’exemple des 

Dieux, / Dont tu doibs augmenter le nombre.’ (p.155). At the end of the ballet, the other 

gods of Olympus assemble to pay homage to their king, Jupiter / Louis XIII (p.153).  

 

The galant language of love is employed in the Psyche ballets to convey adoration of the 

sovereign, in a form that recalls expressions of love for God found in Christian worship. 

This transition from amorous galanterie to royal encomium is exemplified in Cupid’s récit 

in Psyche 1. In the first stanza, Cupid / Amour, accompanied by a concert of lute players, 

declares love for Psyche in the standard tropes of galanterie: 

Allons, allons porter nos pas 

Vers l’objét dont Amour idolâtre les appas, 

Afin d’honorer les beautés 

De ce rang qu’on les divinités. (Guédron and others 1621: 24) 

On the one hand, this verse refers to Psyche’s divine beauty and prefigures her 

immortalisation as a goddess. On the other, the use of the plural form projects forward to 

the entrance of the Queen and the sixteen goddesses that will form the climax of the 

ballet, thereby redirecting Cupid’s praise towards Anne of Austria and her maids of 

honour. The following verse, however, switches from love of women for their beauty to 

the love subjects have for their sovereign:  

Le Roy le plus chery des Cieux, 
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Et le plus cher objèt qui se presente à nos yeux. (Guédron and others 1621: 24) 

The ‘objèt’ of Cupid’s idolatry is now the king, with the emphasis on his superior 

goodness and virtue. The language of love is also used to express the idea that the 

goddess of fortune will favour the king: 

[…] ie confesse qu’auiour’huy 

I’ay trouue quelqu’vn qui merite 

Que ie sois constante pour luy. 

In a similar vein, the verses for the goddess Iris are a first-person declaration of love for 

the Queen: 

Iunon me rauist seulement;  

Son seruice est mon element; 

A d’autre gloire ie n‘aspire:  

Et si i’en croy ma passion,  

Il n’est de si puissant Empire, 

Qui vaille ma subiection. (pp.157-58) 

Elements of gallant vocabulary, ‘rauist’ and ‘passion’, combine with ‘gloire’, a term 

associated with monarchical power. ‘Empire’ and ‘subiection’ carry a double meaning in 

these verses – they are part of the language of galanterie, suggesting that the lover subjects 

himself to his love object who has empire, that is ‘dominion’, over his or her heart. Empire 

was also used as a synonym for ‘kingdom’ during this period, as well as rule over 

conquered lands. So the suggestion is that the dame d’honneur playing Iris is proud to be a 

subject of the powerful kingdom of France and Louis XIII, as well as the devoted 

attendant of Anne of Austria. 

 

In order to justify his status as the current representative of a godlike eternal monarchy, it 

was necessary for the sovereign to enhance his gloire, which the Grand Dictionnaire de 

l’Académie françoise (1694) defines as ‘Honneur, loüange, estime, reputation qui procede du 

merite d’une personne, de l’excellence de ses actions ou de ses ouvrages’. This form of 

glory applied to both the present and the future. Firstly, a reputation as a rich, victorious 

and powerful ruler helped to maintain a monarch’s authority within his kingdom and 

intimidate potentially hostile foreign powers. Secondly, a king’s gloire represented his 

legacy, the esteem in which he would be held by posterity (Cowart 2008: xxi). It would 



175 
 

enable him to take his rightful place among the glorious French kings of history, and join 

the ranks of the ideal, eternal monarchy. Gloire was achieved not only through success on 

the battlefield, but also through achievements of the reign in other areas, including the 

arts. The concept of gloire features in various forms in the Psyche ballets. In Psyche 1, the 

goddess Minerva asserts that a king who can combine wisdom with valour ‘mesure les 

cieux de sa gloire’. Then, in the final air, the gods of Olympus sing: 

Le plus grand contentement de cette beauté (i.e. ‘la vertu’) 

Ne luy vient pas des vices qu’elle a surmonté, 

Il vient d’auoir en sa Victoire 

Pour tesmoin vn grand Roy plein de gloire. (Guédron and others 1621: 27) 

Moreover, the Queen is described as having ‘vn beau front de gloire reuestu’. Referring to 

her elevation through marriage to Louis XIII/Jupiter, her verses as Juno ask rhetorically: 

‘Peut-on rien desormais à ma gloire adiouster?’. Burke (1992: 5) notes the frequent 

appearances of the personification of Glory in seventeenth-century cultural artifacts such 

as ballets, operas, plays and public monuments. Psyche 2 is a case in point: Part II opens 

with a récit for La Gloire addressed to the king, in which Glory asks Louis XIV, ‘Grand 

Roy, quel destin est le vostre?’ (p.313). It is, of course, too early in their reigns to know 

whether either Louis XIII or Louis XIV will become glorious rulers or achieve a glorious 

legacy. Representing Louis XIII as ‘un grand roi plein de gloire’ at the age of seventeen is 

clearly an attempt to bolster his authority. In contrast, Louis XIV incarnates Spring ‘Qui 

brille d’vne gloire extresme’ (p.294), symbolising new hope for the kingdom. In keeping 

with the theme of renewal, Benserade is perhaps alluding to the unlimited and 

unpredictable potential of youth. 

 

The Triumph of Good over Evil 

Court ballets often served to dramatize the fight between good and evil, with the king as 

the embodiment of virtue and the enemies of the monarchy as personifications of vice. 

This provided a simplistic, binary interpretation that could be applied to varied and 

complex political circumstances. In the song lyrics of Psyche 1, for example, the queen’s 

beauty will make visible to all ‘que les vices joints ont de trop faibles armes / Pour 

dompter la vertu’. (Guédron and others 1621: 26) Louis XIII was often depicted in 

engravings as Jupiter wielding his thunderbolts to punish the Giants for revolting against 
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the gods, an allegory for the defeat of Concini (Bardon 1975: 45–46; Grimal 1991). In the 

Psyche ballets, Concini’s overthrow (1619) and the defeat of the Fronde (1656) are 

allegorised as the triumph of good over evil. The expelling of monsters from the kingdom 

was a recurring theme in ballets du roi arranged for Louis XIII by De Luynes, and served as 

a metaphor for the assassination of Concini. For example, in Le Ballet de la furie de Roland 

(1618), the king declares in his verses: 

Tel que ces grands chasseurs dont le bras indompté  

De monstres austrefois purgea toute la terre,  

Pour asseurer le front du peuple espouuanté,  

Aux plus fiers animaux je viens faire la guerre. (Bordier 1618: 5) 

Similarly, in Psyche 1, Astrea, goddess of Justice, exhorts the monarch:  

Chasse les monstres de ces lieux; 

Que le vice ait peur de ton ombre: (p.155) 

These lines also suggest a recognition that there are still monsters to be chased out of ‘ces 

lieux’, that the kingdom is still subject to internal and external threats. During the course 

of Louis XIII’s reign, the monsters conjured up in ballets represented first Concini, then 

rebellious Protestants, then Spain and the Hapsburg Empire, as the main threats to the 

monarchy altered; at the beginning of Louis XIV’s reign, ‘les monstres’ represented ‘les 

Frondeurs’.  

 

To convey Louis XIII’s capacity to punish wrongdoers, the young monarch is presented as 

a formidable force in Psyche 1. The most frequent attribute assigned to the king is that he 

is feared by all. De Gombauld describes Louis XIII / Jupiter as ‘Celuy qui d’vn clin d’œil 

fait trẽbler l’vniuers’ (p.154): Jupiter’s power to shake the world recalls the king’s own 

role as disrupter, demonstrated by his coup d’état of 1617. Song lyrics describe the king as 

so fearsome even the gods are terrified of him: 

Tv vois ici, grand Roy, 

Tous les dieux fors que Mars 

Que la honte & l’effroy, 

Te voyant craint de toute pars 

Reduit a n’oser paroistre deuant toy. (Guédron and others 1621: 25) 
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The air to which these verses are sung is notable for a passage of syncopation in the 

musical phrase that accompanies the words ‘Te voyant craint de tout pars’, and again at 

the end under the words ‘devant toi’, both of which are examples of hemiola, that is 

several bars of 2/4 time within the context of a piece in 3/4 time. This extra emphasis in the 

music on ‘crainte’ and ‘toi’ further serves the presentation of Louis XIII as a redoubtable 

force.10  

 

This incarnation of Jupiter as punisher of evildoers finds a parallel in the role of Pluto 

played by Louis XIV in Psyche 2. It may seem surprising that the young king should play 

the ruler of the pagan underworld. However, Pluto’s attributes as outlined in Vicenzo 

Cartari’s Les Images des dieux anciens (1566), translated into French by Antoine de Verdier 

in 1581, may explain the suitability of this role for Louis XIV: although ‘Roy d’enfer’, Pluto 

is sometimes portrayed as ‘egal en puissance au soleil’; he sits on ‘vn siege haut comme 

vn Roy’ wearing a crown and carrying a sceptre that ‘montre qu’il est Roy’ (Cartari 1581: 

329–33). Most importantly, the role of Pluto, like that of Jupiter, enabled the identification 

of the monarch with a divine being with infinite power to punish wrongdoers. According 

to Cartari (1581: 332–35), Pluto was accompanied by three judges who decided whether 

souls merited ‘plaisir & delices’ or ‘punition & supplice’ in the afterlife, depending on 

how they behaved during their lives. The god of the Underworld is depicted holding a 

rod, with which he conducted souls to Hell, and a key, with which he locked them in for 

eternity. The Underworld provided numerous royal roles in ballets: Louis XIII was a Fire 

Demon in Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617) and Vulcan in Le Ballet d’Apollon (1621); 

and Louis XIV was a Demon in Le Ballet d’Alcidiane (1658), playing Pluto again in Hercule 

amoureux (1662). The casting of the king as Pluto and Fire Demon is a coded reminder of 

the measures, including surveillance, imprisonment and assassination, that the state could 

meet out to those who opposed it. 

 

The verses for Louis XIV as Pluto refer to inimical forces in his court, implying that, as for 

Louis XIII in Psyche 1, the restoration of order in the kingdom is not complete:  

[…] La Cour où je regne est fertille en Démons, 

 
10 I am grateful to Professor Rebecca Herissone, Professor of Musicology at the University of 

Manchester, for her assistance in the analysis of airs by Antoine Boësset for the 1619 ballet de Psyché. 
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Cét Abisme produit quantité de fumée: 

La haine, l’interest, l’ambition, l’amour. (p.324) 

These lines are open to multiple interpretations: they simultaneously suggest the vices 

motivating the Frondeurs, rivalries within the court, and competition for the king’s 

favour. The god of the Underworld has vanquished ‘La Nuit, & le Chaos / Qui 

broüilloient pour m’oster la qualité de Maistre’, a more obvious reference to the Fronde. 

In keeping with the theme of ‘la puissance de l’amour’, this entrée is described in the livret 

as a demonstration of the power of Love to conquer the gods, even reaching down to the 

Underworld. Benserade conflates the fires of hell and the burning ardour of love, 

suggesting that because Pluto is burning with love, his throne is ‘Beaucoup plus chaud 

que de coutume’. According to Randle Cotgrave’s French-English Dictionary of 1650, 

‘chaud’ could also mean ‘testy’ and ‘violent’, suggesting unrest in the kingdom, as well as 

‘choleric’ and ‘fierce’, a predictor perhaps of Louis XIV’s reaction to any rebellion 

(Cotgrave 1650). Pluto is suffering an internal war – ‘Vne guerre intestine, & de secrets 

combas’ –, the military imagery here signifying both emotional turmoil and political 

turbulence. In both ballets, allusions to hostile forces amidst the monarchical triumph 

reveal an awareness of dangers faced by the crown. Furthermore, the representation of 

enemies still to be overcome is essential to sustain the myth of monarchical triumph over 

evil. 

 

Representation of the king as a valiant warrior, able to fight for the preservation of the 

realm against its enemies, was crucial to sustaining the myth of the monarch as guarantor 

of the victory of good over evil. The subtext of the trope of the warrior-king is that any 

challenge to the throne would be counteracted with violent force. As Jean-Christian 

Petitfils (1995: 31) points out, war was an essential part of a king’s education. It was not 

enough for the monarch to rule wisely and justly: he must also be a ‘roi de guerre’. This 

function was, according to Petitfils, one of the most important attributes of sovereignty, 

harking back to the days of feudalism and warrior knights. Although Louis XIII is 

portrayed in Psyche 1 as a monarch to be feared, there are only two mentions of his status 

as a warrior-king. This is perhaps because there was a more urgent need to present him as 

the guarantor of peace and stability after the turbulence of his mother’s regency. Firstly, 

he is praised for his military skill, with the Gods of Olympus declaring that Mars, god of 
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War, reveres his valour (Guédron and others 1621: 25). Secondly, the verses for Minerva 

suggest that skill in war needs to be tempered with wisdom:  

Qui joint aux armes le sçauoir, 

Mesure les cieux de sa gloire, 

Et la terre, de son pouuoir. (p.154)  

It is possible that De Gombauld was simply repeating a truism about military strategy in 

these lines. It could also be a veiled message to the king not to be impetuous in going to 

war, given the devastation that had been caused by religious wars in the previous 

century. 

 

Although Louis XIV is presented as more juvenile and pleasure-seeking in Psyche 2 than 

his father is in Psyche 1, considerable emphasis is put on his role as a warrior-king. He 

shares his military honours with other guerriers. Louis XIV and his armies had just 

returned from a victorious campaign in which Turenne11 had achieved military success 

against the Spanish (Canova-Green 2010: 289). In the ballet, the young monarch’s 

springtime restoration also involves a return to the battlefield: nobles engaged in military 

campaigns normally spent the winter season, when the weather made fighting 

impossible, at court, going back into battle in spring (Canova-Green 1993: 35). Benserade 

links the season, war and love in a series of double-entendres whose meanings derive 

from the fact that Louis XIV is playing Spring: 

Que de ce doux Printems on ayme le retour, 

O la bonne saison pour les biens de la terre! 

Elle est toute propre à la Guerre,  

Et toute faite pour l’Amour. (p.295) 

The first line alludes no doubt to the restoration of order in the kingdom, as well as the 

young king’s return from the battlefield. The ‘biens de la terre’ are not only ‘the riches of 

the earth’ in terms of agricultural produce or treasure, but also the rewards of war, as we 

learn in the following stanza where the poet suggests that the youthful vigour of Spring / 

Louis XIV ‘Fait pousser dedans la Campagne / Et de Palmes, & de Lauriers’ (p.295). 

Spring / Louis XIV is not only made for both war and love, but his youthful vigour will 

 
11 Henri de la Tour d’Auvergne, vicomte de Turenne (1611-1675), was appointed Maréchal de 

France in 1660 by Louis XIV. 
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revive the warriors. Clearly, the warrior-king label was considered crucial to affirming his 

fitness for kingship. It signals masculine potency, implying that Louis has what it takes 

not only to achieve military honours, but also to conquer hearts and, eventually, father 

children. The conflict in royal discourse between love and glory is analysed further in 4.3 

below. 

 

The Return of the Golden Age 

The Golden Age of Greek mythology is a fabled period in early human history when 

people lived a life of ease without toil or sin, as recounted in Hesiod’s Works and Days 

(circa 700 B.C.E: 109–26). The monarchical myth of the return of the Golden Age as 

represented in the Psyche ballets is embedded in a complex temporality encompassing 

past, present, future and ‘mythological time’. Claude Levi-Strauss (1960: 129) points to the 

distinct temporality of myths, which take place both “dans le temps” in that they consist 

of a succession of events, and “hors temps” in that they also appear to occur in an eternal 

present. In the ballets de Psyché, the young monarchs are both presented as the only hope 

for the restoration of order and peace in the kingdom, symbolised as the return of the 

Golden Age. The king as saviour of France was a recurring trope of royal image-making, 

‘la délivrance’ being the central theme of the ‘imaginaire monarchique’, according to 

Bardon (1975: 228). Representation of the king as deliverer of the kingdom was linked to 

the belief in his quasi-divinity and supernatural powers, and had definite Christian 

overtones.  

 

At one level, the ballets are celebrations of the achievements of the young kings in the 

immediate past. The two monarchs are each represented as having already performed a 

momentous feat in defeating evil and restoring peace to the kingdom – Louis XIII by 

crushing Concini and Louis XIV by vanquishing the Frondeurs. As the Gods of Olympus 

sing at the end of Psyche 1, thanks to Louis XIII virtue can rejoice because of ‘[les] vices 

qu’elle a surmonté’ (Guédron and others 1621: 27). While the victory brought about by 

Louis XIII is represented as the result of a hard won and bitter fight against vice and 

injustice, his successor is associated with a renewal that is youthful and pleasurable. Louis 
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XIV’s first entrance is part of a micro-narrative that runs across Entrées 1 and 2 of Part I 

(see Chapter 2). The first of these is a dance for ‘les Quatre Vents qui regnoient en ces 

lieux’, the tense of the verb indicating that the rule of these winds, the first of a number of 

allegories for the Fronde in the ballet, is now in the past. Louis XIV then makes his first 

appearance as Le Printemps, accompanied by Zephyr, god of the West Wind, the gentlest 

of the winds that brings the spring rains, as well as Flora, goddess of new growth. Spring / 

Louis XIV and his retinue chase away the Four Winds from the previous entrée and ‘s’y 

vient établir’. The tense of the verb is now in the present, indicating that this is an allegory 

for the current situation in France.  

 

Louis XIV’s achievements in defeating the Frondeurs is embodied in a joyful peacetime 

dominated by the agreeable entertainments of youth. In the Dialogue between Zephyr 

and Flora that accompanies Louis XIV’s dance as the Spring, regeneration in the kingdom 

is not expressed in images of green shoots and new blossom; instead, the season of Spring 

is characterised as the time for love, and the flowers the goddess Flora offers are beautiful 

young women (pp.294-95). This micro-narrative involving the king is paralleled by a 

second micro-narrative later in the ballet in which renewed stability in France is 

symbolised by a reassertion of youthful pleasures. In Entrées 4 and 5 of Part I, Love 

(Cupid), Games, Laughter, Youth and Joy chase away the ‘froides Deïtés’ of Discord, 

Sadness, Fear and Jealousy who are trying in vain to enter the Palace of Love, yet another 

allegory for the defeat of the Fronde. 

 

As well as looking backwards to the Golden Age of antiquity, monarchical discourse 

projected forwards into the future. A new Golden Age in the kingdom of France would 

inevitably result from the king’s greatness, and this utopian future was only just out of 

reach. The final song in the Concert de Dieux in the 1619 ballet is an invitation to all 

‘Françoys’ to rejoice ‘puis qu’en vostre contrée / La vertu fait bien tost son entrée’ 

(Guédron and others 1621: 27). Although virtue may be returning soon, it has not arrived 

yet. Astraea, goddess of Justice, exhorts the king to bring justice to the kingdom: 

Courage Prince magnanime, 

Redonne à mes loix leur estime. (p.155) 
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Again, this has not yet actually occurred: for all their triumphalism, these verses give the 

impression that the fight against those inimical to Louis XIII is not over. As Thomas 

Leconte has noted, ‘Ces trois […] années consécutives (1617-1619) correspondent […] à 

une période durant laquelle le jeune Louis XIII dut, dans une véritable ‘croisade’ 

politique, affermir sa légitimité, en évinçant voire éliminant ses sujets rebelles, obstacles à 

son autorité’ (Leconte 2016: 432). This longing for a future utopia that is always just out of 

reach resembles the Christian concept of hope in eternity embodied in concepts such as 

the Second Coming, the New Jerusalem or Paradise (Barton and Muddiman 2022: 21:9–

22:10). It enables monarchic propaganda to offer a nebulous yet compelling message of 

hope in turbulent times.  

 

At the same time, both Psyche productions suggest the new Golden Age has already been 

achieved on the stage. In Psyche 1, this is conveyed through the apotheosis of Juno / Anne 

of Austria that triumphantly resolves the disorder of the fiction, and through the 

hedonistic pursuit of love and pleasure in Psyche 2. As the personnification of Glory tells 

the young Louis XIV, ‘Vous avez maintenant tout le monde à vos pieds’ (p.313). In court 

entertainments such as the ballet de cour, the future was ‘présentifié’, as Canova-Green 

expresses it (1993: 367). The Golden Age was enacted in the present of performance, 

promoting the fiction that it had already arrived. 

 

4.3 The Staging of Royal Gender and Sexuality 

The King’s Sexual Power 

Monarchical ideology incorporated a further myth, that of the king’s sexual potency. This 

is linked to yet another myth: the unbroken line of French kings going back to time 

immemorial. In court ballets featuring the royal family, representation of gender and 

sexuality was conditioned by the structure of the French monarchy itself. The ‘Loi 

Salienne’, or Salic Law, the ancient civil law code compiled around 500 A.D. by the first 

Frankish King, Clovis, supposedly excluded women from succeeding to the throne of 

France. Salic Law was invoked to prevent potential female heirs succeeding to the throne 

and clear the way for male successors. At the end of the fourteenth century, to provide a 

legal justification for the Valois monarchy’s claim to the throne, the original Salic 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_law_(legal_system)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frankish_King
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clovis_I
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document was secretly altered to give the impression that male primogeniture went back 

to the foundation of France, although this was not in fact the case (Viennot 2008: 23). Male 

primogeniture had remained a central tenet of the French monarchy ever since, in contrast 

to most other monarchies in Europe who, according to Sarah Handley (2006: 453), 

‘adhered to male preference in succession to the crown but recognized female rule in lieu 

of males’. This put tremendous pressure on the French king to marry and father children, 

and on his queen to bear sons. In order to affirm the continuity and legitimacy of the 

French monarchy, and avoid the destabilisation that would result if this were challenged, 

the sovereign needed to be portrayed as supremely sexually potent, and the queen as a 

potential super-mother capable of engendering healthy males. In other words, the 

perpetual continuance of the mystical encompassment of monarchy and the nation, the 

‘body politic’, was ensured by the biological functioning of the royal ‘body natural’. Not 

surprisingly, therefore, the presentation of royalty in the Cupid and Psyche ballets 

involves the deployment of male and female stereotypes relating to heterosexuality and 

the production of children. These correspond not only to norms of kingship and 

queenship, but also to the values of the prevailing patriarchal system and the standard 

tropes of galanterie outlined in Chapter 3. 

 

Louis XIII’s ‘Body Natural’ 

The fable of Cupid and Psyche, two archetypal lovers, was adapted for ballet in both 1619 

and 1656 against a backdrop of considerable anxiety about the sexual potency of the 

sovereign. As historian Ruth Kleinman (1985: 4) points out, the birth of Louis XIII in 1601 

followed half a century of barrenness in the royal house. Instead of passing from father to 

son, the crown had passed from brother to brother – from Francois II to Charles IX, and 

then to Henri III, and finally to a cousin, Henri IV. During the French Wars of Religion 

(1562-1598), these problems of succession led to rebellion by princes of the royal blood 

with rival claims to the throne. Disputes about the rightful heir to the throne had often 

resulted in major conflict in European monarchies. The Hundred Years' War (1337–1453), 

for example, had been caused by rival claims to the French throne on the part of the royal 

houses of Valois, Plantagenet and Lancaster. The production of an heir remained a cause 

for concern during the early reign of Louis XIII. His physician, Jean Hérouard, suggests in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Valois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/House_of_Plantagenet
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his diary that the young king’s marriage in 1615 to Anne of Austria, daughter of Philippe 

III of Spain, remained unconsummated until shortly before Psyche 1 was performed in 

1619 (Moote 1989: 142). Hérouard’s journal attributes Louis’s reluctance to consummate 

the marriage to fear of inadequacy and losing control. Petitfils (1995: 19) offers another 

possible explanation: ‘Unis en octobre 1615, Louis et Anne sont contraints par l’autoritaire 

Marie de Médicis – pressée de rendre cette union indissoluble – de consommer leur 

mariage le soir même de leurs noces: ils n’ont que quatorze ans! C’est un traumatisme qui 

les éloigne l’un de l’autre’. Critics including Abby Zanger (1997: 29) and Claude Habib 

(2006: 299) have also speculated that Louis XIII may have had homosexual leanings. 

Whatever the cause, the lack of sexual congress between king and queen not only called 

into question the eventual production of an heir to the French throne, but, more 

immediately, called the validity of the marriage into question, thereby threatening the 

alliance between France and Spain (Moote 1989: 144). 

 

In the weeks leading up to the performance of Psyche 1, radical measures were taken to 

remedy the sovereign’s marital situation. According to historian Alanson Lloyd Moote, 

Louis XIII’s friend and adviser, Charles d'Albert, duc de Luynes, employed ‘romantically 

suggestive ballets’ during the carnival season of 1619 to encourage the king to make love 

to the Queen. Moote does not specify the content of these productions, but they may have 

resembled a performance enjoyed by Henri IV in 1609, described by Tallemant des Réaux 

in his Historiettes (1659) (Réaux 2013; cited in Habib 2006: 200): it featured Mlle Paulet, a 

young noblewoman of seventeen playing a nymph to whom the king was sexually 

attracted, ‘qui d’une voix admirable chantait à demi nue en chevauchant un dauphin’. 

Romantically suggestive ballets did not lead to the consummation of the marriage, 

however. Three weeks before the performance of Psyche 1, de Luynes decided decisive 

action was required: when the king was retiring for the night, de Luynes took hold of him, 

pushed him into Anne’s bed and locked him into her chamber, with a female servant on 

hand to witness that congress had occurred. As historian Antonia Fraser (2006: 6) 

observes, sexual intercourse between king and queen was a matter of state, and was 

therefore duly announced in Le Mercure françois on the 25th of January 1619. It was also 

communicated to all foreign ambassadors then residing in Paris (Kleinman 1985: 43). The 

Spanish ambassador even wrote to Anne’s father, Philippe III, suggesting that his 
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daughter now possessed greater influence at the French court and could therefore serve as 

an intermediary in negotiations between the two countries. Moote (1989: 142–4) asserts 

that this was the start of a honeymoon period for the seventeen-year-old Louis XIII and 

Anne of Austria. It is possible, therefore, that the choice of a famous love story for the 

queen’s ballet of 1619 was dictated by a desire on the part of De Luynes and the court to 

keep the happy couple in amorous mood. However, no mention is made of Louis XIII’s 

sexual potency in Psyche 1, perhaps because this was too sensitive a topic in 1619. 

 

Louis XIV’s ‘Body Natural’ 

Anxieties about the continuance of the royal line were also focused on the young Louis 

XIV. Zanger (1997: 14) highlights the impact of this on royal image-making: ‘Born under 

the cloud of Louis XIII’s impotence, Louis XIV would have had to demonstrate his own 

sexual potency to project the strength of his political body’. As both Cohen (2000: 49) and 

Zanger (1997: 14) have observed, aspects of Louis XIV’s physicality – his appearance, his 

dancing ability, his penchant for the fair sex – were deployed in visual images and ballet 

performances as a political instrument in the early years of his reign. In Psyche 2, the 

handsome, amorous youth co-exists in the discourse of the ballet with the omnipotent, 

godlike, warrior-king. As Prest (2004: 237) observes, the focus on the king’s love life 

‘draws attention to his human side and to the desires of his body natural even when these 

urges are couched in the laudatory vocabulary of the king’s body politic’. Opinions differ 

among scholars about the effect of the strategy evident in Psyche 2 of foregrounding the 

young king’s physicality. Franko (1994: 75) envisages a dancing Louis XIV as the 

personification in practice of the theory of the king’s two bodies: ’When dancing, Louis 

XIV stands for his real ability – his body natural – and for the mystical role he dances – his 

body politic’. However, Prest (2004: 238) argues that ‘the co-existence and uncomfortable 

proximity of references to the king’s body politic and body natural, exacerbated by the 

visible presence of the king’s human body on stage’, raised tensions and contradictions 

that risked undermining the king’s official image. In focusing on Louis’ predilection for 

the fair sex, ‘rather than projecting the image of an immortal, invincible, superlative king 

(through the body natural), Louis’s dancing roles and their accompanying verses subtly 

highlighted the discrepancy between his two bodies, leaving the defects of his body 
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natural dangerously exposed’ (Prest 2004: 239). According to this view, the promotion of 

the sexual power of Louis’ ‘body natural’ ran counter to the concept of the mystical and 

eternal conception of the king’s ‘body politic’.  

 

Shifting the focus onto the young Louis XIV’s physicality and amorousness to project his 

sexual potency was therefore a potentially dangerous strategy, in that it exposed how 

dependent the body politic of the French monarchy was on the king’s body natural to 

ensure its immortality. The divine right of French kings was predicated on the succession 

of monarchs issuing from the same family: paradoxically, the immortal ‘body politic’ 

could not manifest itself except through an unbroken line of mortal ‘body naturals’. In 

effect, ballets highlighting the young Louis XIV’s bodily attributes were simply making 

this more explicit. Zanger (1997: 14) argues that, in the case of Louis XIV,  

images of the king’s virile, hence mortal, body did not undermine his sovereignty, 

but were fundamental to relaying the potential strength of his rule. [...] The king’s 

sexual body was not detrimental to displays of his power, but constitutive of it. 

Louis’s physicality was a key component of his image, particularly as a young man: ‘The 

body of the king, honed to attract and sustain attention through the subtleties of its 

performance in space and time, combined medium with message in appealing to the 

sensory discrimination of his audience’ (Cohen 2000: 1). Cohen suggests that ‘the potential 

of ballet to communicate the king’s sexual force and his power to attract others to him’ 

underlay the creative surge in the genre during the 1650s and ‘60s (Cohen 2000: 49). 

Paradoxically, the aura that was eventually to surround the absolutist figure of the Sun 

King had its roots in the dancing, love-making royal body represented in ballets like 

Psyche 2.  

 

Opinions differ over how much control the young Louis XIV could exercise over his 

image or his performances. Petitfils (1995: 57) contends that during the years between the 

end of the Fronde and the death of Mazarin (1653-1661), he remained ‘un roi de parade 

que l’on montre aux peuples, aux armées et aux ambassadeurs’. This implies that, at least 

until his personal rule began in 1661, the young Louis XIV was objectified through his 

representations, whether depicted as a young Adonis or a great ruler. Cohen (2000: 56) 

suggests a degree of agency on the part of Louis XIV: ‘For a young king whose power did 
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not yet have the aura of inevitability that it would later assume, the use of his own body 

as the compelling centre of the dance would have visibly proven his authority’. While it is 

impossible to know Louis XIV’s precise role in the creation of his own image during this 

period, it is notable that his representation at seventeen seems more connected to his real-

life personality than Louis XIII’s portrayal as the standard, godlike monarch. Bardon 

(1975: 289) argues that during the reigns of Henri IV and Louis XIII, the representation of 

royalty depersonalised its subjects: ‘Il nie l’individu au moment même où il l’exalte’. 

Individual monarchs were ‘dissous et multipliés dans l’allégorie qu’ils sont devenus du 

Roi, de la Reine, de la Régente, du Prince’. In the case of Louis XIV, however, it would 

appear that aspects of his individual personality and private self were incorporated into 

his representation in Psyche 2, specifically his interest in women and his real-life love 

affairs. These were then turned into a new royal myth, ‘the monarch as the epitome of 

young manhood’. 

 

In Psyche 2, notions of majestic perfection are grafted onto an eroticised depiction of the 

king as a beautiful young man. While the only references to Louis XIII’s physicality in 

Psyche 1 are to his ‘front de bonté reuestu’ and his valour (Guédron and others 1621: 24, 

25), Benserade comments directly on Louis XIV’s body. He does this primarily in the 

verses for the young sovereign’s second entrée as an Esprit folet. Usually translated as 

‘mischievous spirit’, an ‘esprit follet’ was a folkloric character described by Furetière 

(1690) as ‘un Démon ou un Lutin qui fait peur à des enfants, ou à des gens faibles, par des 

visions ou par des actions, dont ils ne sçavent point la cause’. This might seem a curious 

choice of role for the king: drawing on folklore rather than Greco-Roman mythology, its 

allegorical significance is less obvious than Spring (renewal) and Pluto (formidable 

power). The role of Mischievous Spirit suggests juvenile playfulness and 

mischievousness; it also implies the ability to engender fear. In this case, however, 

Benserade skilfully turns Louis’s role as Esprit folet into an opportunity to praise his 

physical superiority, combining royal eulogy with a metatheatrical reflection on the 

performer’s appearance and dancing skills. He praises Louis’s good looks, comparing him 

to Adonis, the epitome of male beauty in classical mythology:  

Adonis estoit beau, pourtant sans flaterie,  

L’ESPRIT qui m’aparest a meilleure façon. (p.311) 
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Moreover, he is a young man in whom ‘la nature a mis toute son industrie’. Louis’s 

physical perfections stand out in contrast to other male performers in the ballet, whose 

appearance is mocked as well as praised (see Chapter 3).  

 

Louis’s sexual potency is not only represented via his appearance, but also his overall 

physical demeanour. The verses for the king as an Esprit folet suggest that the court could 

take lessons from this royal spirit in good grace and gallantry (p.312). Benserade also 

highlights the young king’s balletic talent, declaring ‘Cela sçait mieux dancer que toute la 

‘gent Blonde’ (p.312), a reference perhaps to a ‘moderne Blondin’ like the conte du Lude. 

The role of Mischievous Spirit may indeed have been chosen for Louis because it offered 

an opportunity to show off his jumps and fancy footwork. This also applies to his entrée as 

Pluto with his demons: the livret describes this as ‘vne danse toute extraordinaire’ in 

which, according to La Muze historique, the dancers ‘s’élevoient haut comme Monts’ (Loret 

1656: t.2,154). The ability to dance well not only constituted an essential gentlemanly 

accomplishment but also connoted health and vigour, and therefore sexual potency. 

 

In Psyche 2, Benserade places a great deal of emphasis on Louis XIV’s interest in the 

opposite sex. This topic features prominently in two of his three entrées, Part I, Entrée 2 

when he appears as the Spring, and Part I Entrée 7 when he plays a Mischievous Spirit, as 

well as the récit for Glory that opens the second half of the ballet. According to Petitfils 

(1995: 69), Louis XIV was attracted to women from an early age. His love life is 

prominently featured in the 1656 ballet and, like the union of Anne of Austria and Louis 

XIII in 1619, it eclipses that of Cupid and Psyche. Louis XIV is known to have had a 

considerable number of affairs during his lifetime, fathering at least eighteen children, 

only six of whom were legitimate children by his wife, Marie-Thérèse. Fraser (2006: 321) 

observes that ‘his tumultuous private life even added to his personal glory, the concept 

that was so important to him, in the eyes of the world, at any rate when he was in his 

prime’. Louis XIV had grown up with the nieces of Cardinal Mazarin, collectively known 

as the ‘Mazarinettes’, whom Petitfils (1995: 70) characterises as ‘de dangereuses et perfides 

créatures’. In 1656, he was known to be having an affair with Olympe Mancini, ‘la plus 

ambitieuse et intrigantes de toutes’ (Petitfils 1995: 70), who appears alongside him as a 
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nymph. In the verses for Olympe, Benserade refers to her liaison with the king, suggesting 

that Cupid / Amour has worked to her advantage: 

Amour tesmoigne bien par de visibles marques 

Qu’il medite pour vous des projets glorieux, 

Et ce puissant vainqueur des Dieux & des Monarques 

Ne fit jamais ailleurs ce qu’il fait dans vos yeux. (p.296) 

It is not clear what ‘projets glorieux’ Benserade had in mind here, but it is unlikely to have 

been marriage. Louis also had a deep friendship with the eldest of Mazarin’s nieces, 

Laure, which may have included a sexual relationship. Louis XIV was later to fall very 

deeply in love with Olympe Mancini’s sister, Marie, but was prevented from marrying 

her because of the need for a dynastic alliance with a royal princess (Petitfils 1995: 70–73). 

In 1660, Louis XIV followed the pattern set by his father in marrying the infanta of Spain, 

securing peace between France and Spain after twenty-five years of war. 

 

The conflict between love and glory was a salient trope of the conventional portrayal of 

monarchs, corresponding to the image of the warrior-king. Encomiums to the sovereign 

often alluded to a battle supposedly raging within the royal breast between the demands 

of love and the necessity of achieving victories on the battlefield to ensure the gloire of the 

reign. This conflict is not alluded to in Psyche 1, probably because it was more important 

to project an image of Louis XIII as punisher of evil and restorer of peace in 1619 than to 

represent him as either lover or warrior. The antagonism between love and glory does 

feature in Psyche 2, however, and in many ballets danced by Louis XIV: ‘Weaving through 

the rich texture of the court ballet, the dual voices of love and glory engage in a dialogue 

that ranges in tone from comfortable compatibility to shrill competition’ (Cowart 2008: 

57). Prest (2004: 232) points out that in his earliest ballets, the young Louis was depicted as 

being impervious to love and only interested in kingly glory; however, ‘gradually he 

awakens to the inevitable call of its charms, becomes a source of love for admiring women 

and ultimately the epitome of the consummate lover’. In Psyche 2, Louis, age 17, is 

presented as having mastered the art of love and conquered many hearts, and as being in 

love himself. 
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The young sovereign is represented as destined for both love and glory in Psyche 2, but 

the focus is very definitely on love. The second act of the ballet opens with a récit for the 

personification of Glory. It is a sonnet addressed ‘av Roy’ containing a great deal of word 

play on the theme of love/war, rule/servitude, victory/defeat and glory/bondage. As cited 

above, Glory declares, ‘Vous auez maintenant tout le monde à vos pieds’, a line carrying 

the obvious double meaning of conquest in both love and war. The poet assures Louis 

XIV that it is acceptable even for kings to be in love, or, in the gallant idiom, in ‘servitude’: 

Et ne rougissez point d’vn peu de seruitude: 

Si mesme jusqu’aux Dieux il étend sa victoire, 

 Il ne fait point de honte aux Rois, 

La Gloire vous le dit, vous l’en pouuez bien croire. (p.313) 

As already suggested above, it may have suited Mazarin’s purposes to present a young 

sovereign focused on love rather than glory at this stage of his reign when the Cardinal 

remained in control of affairs of state. At the same time, it ensured that Louis XIV was 

represented as unequivocally heterosexual and supremely potent. 

 

The proposition that Louis XIV is in love recurs frequently in Psyche 2 within the 

overarching metaphor of Spring as the time for both amorous relations and political 

renewal. The poet plays with the conceit that Spring is the season of love, and that Louis 

XIV, playing Spring, is himself in love. Zephyr asks whether he should be called ‘ce 

Printemps amoureux’:  

Doit-on pas l’appeller ainsi, 

Puis qu’il est cause que l’on ayme, 

Et que peut-estre il ayme aussi? (p.294) 

In the verses for the king as a Mischievous Spirit, we are reminded that ‘Comme font les 

Amans Cela fait tout ainsi’ (p.312). Addressing Louis directly, the personification of Glory 

wonders whether, although he has the world at his feet, ‘peut-estre estes-vous vous 

mesmes aux pieds d’vn autre’ (p.313). However, Zephyr implies that all may not be 

perfect in the king’s love life and that ‘dans quelqu’vne de tes Fleurs / Il a rencontré 

quelque épine’ (p.294). It is unclear whether Benserade is referring to a problem in Louis’s 

real-life love affair, or is simply using the image of piercing with a thorn as a metaphor for 

falling in love, like being pierced with Cupid’s arrow. The sado-masochistic imagery of 
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gallant discourse is deployed to describe the king’s amours. Being in love is equated to 

being ‘in Cupid’s bonds’ or the victim of an ‘attack’ (p.294), and the goddess Flora 

implores the love-struck Zephyr to cease his own complaining so that the king’s own 

lover’s lament can be heard: 

Quel triomphe d’Amour, s’il est dans ses liens, 

Doux Zephyr, qui ressens vne pareille atteinte, 

Cesse de murmurer afin d’oüir sa plainte, 

Et retien tes souspirs pour entendre les siens. (p.294) 

The ballet’s theme, ‘la puissance de l‘amour’, is amply demonstrated in this ballet in the 

representation of the young king. In this staging of royalty, love – ‘ce puissant vainqueur 

des Dieux & des Monarques’ (p.296) –, is incarnated in the handsome, youthful body of 

Louis XIV. Even a king can fall in love, and in doing so Louis XIV emerges not only as an 

attractive marriage prospect for foreign princesses, but also as a guarantor of the 

continuance of the line.  

 

The ballet includes contradictory instructions about the form that love should take, at 

least as far as Louis XIV is concerned. The opening récit for La Constance warns that you 

can’t have ‘de plaisirs bien solides’ unless you have ‘de solides amours’. She declares it a 

weakness to have ‘de legeres amours’ in your heart: ‘Quand on ayme vne fois, il faut 

aymer toujours’ (p.292). However, the final stanza reverses this line, warning against 

fickleness in love: ‘Quand on change vne fois, on veut changer toujours’. According to 

Christout (2005: 85), these instructions are offered ‘non sans arrières pensées 

moralisatrices et conjugales à l’égard du souverain’. Although it is arguable whether 

ballet verses can be construed as advice to the king, their intention could have been to 

direct Louis’s attentions towards a suitable marriage prospect. This injunction to remain 

constant in love contrasts with the theme of pleasure and seduction that runs through the 

rest of the ballet. Zephyr and Flora give the young sovereign the opposite directive to 

Constancy when he appears surrounded by the beauties of the court:   

Il ne faut pas laisser sur la tige vieillir 

Toutes ces belles Fleurs qui sont de son domaine. (p.295) 

This opposition between constancy and inconstancy in love parallels the tension that 

exists in the ballet between celebrations of pleasure-seeking behaviour and warnings 

against the dangers of uncontrolled desire.  
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Louis XIV’s powers of seduction are also emphasised in Psyche 2, both over the female sex 

and over the court as a whole. He is surrounded by female courtiers for his first two 

appearances in this ballet, affirming his image as an attractive, eligible and sexually active 

young man. As the Spring, he is accompanied by ‘quatre belles nymphes’ played by 

young women of the court. In his second entrée, as a Mischievous Spirit, he forms part of 

the suite of four ‘belles et jeunes Magiciennes’, again played by female courtiers. The 

verses emphasise Louis XIV’s virility and seductive power over women. For example, in 

the first of these scenes, Zephyr and Flora sing a verse saturated with double entendres:  

De toutes les Beautez il est enuironné, 

Et toutes les Beautez ne se peuuent deffendre  

De tascher au moins à luy rendre 

Cet amour qu’il leur a donné. (p.295) 

Benserade suggests that these women are unable to defend themselves (‘ne se peuvent 

deffendre’), a euphemism for female sexual surrender. The poet places ‘ne se peuvent 

deffendre’ at the end of the second line, but then alters the meaning with the 

enjambement, stating that the women are unable to defend themselves against returning 

the love that Louis XIV / Spring has given them. Spring has given them love because it is 

the season of love and, moreover, the king loves his subjects, who love him in return. 

However, the possibility of the beauties returning the young king’s love in the romantic 

or sexual sense is also implied. The conflation of female love for a handsome young man 

and love of subjects for their king is sustained in the verses for Louis XIV as a 

Mischievous Spirit, referred to as ‘Cela’:  

 Et n’est femme à choisir dans ce grand nombre là, 

A qui Cela ne fit la plus grand’ peur du monde, 

Et qui ne se rendit volontiers à Cela. (p.312) 

This Spirit also has the power to frighten all women, which could mean that he inspires 

awe in them as their king, or could have more sinister implications. The poet then asserts 

that there is no woman who would not surrender herself to him, suggesting both that all 

women would allow him to seduce them and that they would submit themselves — in the 

sense of ‘obey’ — to the king as his subjects. As in encomiums celebrating the divinity of 

the monarch, the gallant language of love is here manipulated to express love of a people 

for their sovereign, but with a sexual subtext in this case. The verses suggest that Louis 
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XIV’s powers of seduction extend beyond the female sex to the court, and indeed to the 

kingdom as a whole. Apostolidès theorises (1981: 153) that image-making around Louis 

XIV positioned him as the focus of desire of his subjects:  

Le prince est l’objet du respect, de l’admiration, des désirs des sujets. Il incarne à la 

fois l’interdit et le modèle à imiter; il représente ce qui est inaccessible tout en étant 

la seule valeur désirable. C’est de cette façon qu’il gouverne les hommes, en 

canalisant sur lui les pulsions libidinales de ses sujets.  

Louis’s seductive power lay not just in his appeal to the female sex, or in the aura 

associated with kingship, but also in his ability to provide spectacle. Here, the spectacle is 

himself: the young, handsome, dancing king. Later in his reign, he would seek to beguile, 

and therefore control, his courtiers through lavish entertainments such as the fêtes de 

Versailles, seducing through magnificence and entertainment to affirm and entrench his 

authority. 

 

Philippe d’Anjou’s ‘Body Natural’ 

In contrast to Louis XIV’s portrayal as an exemplar of heterosexual masculinity, his 

younger brother Philippe d’Anjou’s representation is characterised by ambiguity with 

regards to gender and sexual orientation. He is cross-cast as Talestris, queen of the 

Amazons, at the head of a troupe of four ‘Amazônes amoureuses’. The Amazons were a 

legendary tribe of all-female warriors who refused to marry or allow men to live amongst 

them unless they were servants. So that their race did not die out, they had intercourse 

with strangers at designated times of the year. They only raised daughters: any baby boys 

were killed. Amazons were known for manlike physical strength and fighting prowess. 

As a baby, a girl would have one breast removed to enable her to use a bow and arrow 

and wield a spear (Grimal 1991: 37). They featured in many court ballets and were always 

played by men, providing opportunities for playful discussion in the verses of gender and 

sexuality outside of binary and heteronormative boundaries.  

 

In composing verses for the duc d’Anjou, Benserade had to simultaneously reflect the 

prince’s subordinate rank relative to Louis XIV and affirm his elevated position as the 
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current heir to the throne. In his study of second sons in the French monarchy, Jonathan 

Spangler (2017: 186) suggests that Philippe may have been deliberately trained to take 

second place to ensure he did not become a threat to the stability of the kingdom, as his 

uncle Gaston d’Orléans had been. The latter had been regularly embroiled in conspiracies 

against the government of Louis XIII and Richelieu, and had changed his allegiance 

repeatedly during the Fronde. ‘Les changements d’opinion de cet éternel hésitant seront 

de grande conséquence pendant la Fronde, contribuant à entretenir le désordre de l’Etat’ 

(Petitfils 1995: 21). Ballet verses frequently emphasised the relative positions of Louis XIV 

and Philippe d’Anjou in the royal hierarchy. For example, in Le Ballet de la nuit (1653), the 

thirteen-year-old Philippe was cast as Aurora, goddess of the dawn, announcing the 

imminent arrival of ‘le plus beau Soleil qu’on ayt jamais veu’ (Canova-Green 1997: 96), 

played by his brother the king. The verses for Monsieur as Aurora describe his own 

splendour as paling in comparison to that of his brother: 

Depuis que I’ouure l’Orient 

Iamais si pompeuse & si fiere, 

Et iamais d’vn air si riant 

Ie n’ay brillé dans ma carriere 

Ny precedé tant de Lumiere. 

Quels yeux en la voyant n’en seroient ébloüys? 

Le Soleil qui me suit, c’est le jeune LOVIS. (Canova-Green 2010: 157) 

Philippe is here presented as a mouthpiece for the ‘culte du roi’ around his brother, as if 

he too is as dazzled by Louis’s glory as his subjects. 

 

Zanger hypothesises (1997: 34) that Monsieur was deliberately feminised in royal image-

making to contrast with, and therefore accentuate, the king’s virility. Citing Philippe’s 

‘well-known effeminacy’, she suggests that this tendency was ’encouraged in order to 

further enhance the power of Louis XIV’. At age 15, Philippe had already shown signs 

that he did not always want to conform to the male heterosexual norm. Petitfils points out 

(1995: 69) that in contrast to Louis, who was ‘attiré très jeune par les femmes’, Philippe ‘se 

plait à être élevé en fille’. He enjoyed wearing women’s clothes, attending masked balls in 

identical costumes to his cousin, Anne Marie Montpensier (1810: 213, 334, 355; Cited in 

Cohen 2000: 148–49). According to Zanger (1997: 29), ‘there were already reservations 
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about his ability to procreate, let alone rule. It was apparently no secret that the Duke of 

Anjou took after his father, Louis XIII, a king more interested in the bodies of other men 

than in the more manly affairs of the body politic or state’. However, as Zanger (1997: 34) 

points out, Philippe held a crucial position in the royal family as next in line for the 

throne, at least until Louis XIV married and produced an heir. It was important therefore 

that he should be seen to possess the (masculine) qualities required to occupy the throne if 

necessary, as well as the ability to marry and provide a successor.  

 

The poet describes Philippe d’Anjou in the role of Talestris as ‘Charmante voisine du 

Thrône’ (p.315), emphasising both his close, but subordinate, position relative to the king, 

and the femininity of the role. Feminine grammatical constructions are used repeatedly in 

his verses: ‘charmante voisine’, ‘comme vne […] parfaite Amazône’, ‘comme telle’, ‘divine 

Talestris’, ‘Ainsi que ces belles Guerrieres’. The adjectives ‘charmante’, ‘parfaite’, ‘divine’ 

and ‘belles’ affirm that, in contrast to the marquis de Genlis, ‘Monsieur […] could be an 

acceptable Amazon because he was thought to be attractive’ (Prest 2006: 95). The 

implication is that, in some ways at least, the duc d’Anjou is ideally suited to a feminine 

role. Anne of Austria’s elevated yet secondary position vis à vis Louis XIII in Psyche 1 

finds echoes in the pairing of a masculinised Louis XIV, praised for his bravery and love 

of women, and a partially feminised Monsieur. Benserade also comments on the sexual 

desirability of Talestris / Philippe d’Anjou, suggesting possibilities outside of a strictly 

binary model of gender and sexuality. The poet uses galant military metaphors to imply 

that, both as an Amazon and as himself, Philippe will win victories on the battlefield and 

conquer hearts in love. However, being simultaneously a man and an Amazon, that is a 

masculine woman, he will choose glory over love:  

Comme telle par tout vous gagnez la victoire, 

Et comme telle enfin (diuine Talestris) 

Vous ne cherissez rien à l’égal de la Gloire. (p.315) 

This motif of conquest in love recurs in the second stanza: 

Vous portez dans les coeurs d’inéuitables coups, 

Et sçauez triompher de toutes les manieres, (p.315) 

These lines are polyvalent. The military language suggests that, both as Amazon and 

warrior-prince, he can strike blows to the heart – or to the courage, believed to reside in 
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the heart – of his enemies and will do whatever is required to achieve victory in battle. 

They are also an attempt to affirm Philippe’s heterosexuality by suggesting he will win 

many (presumably female) hearts. However, the words ‘de toutes les manieres’ suggests 

that his desirability may derive from his maleness, his femaleness, or a combination of the 

two; furthermore, the sex of the ‘coeurs’ he is able to conquer in great numbers is not 

specified. 

 

The verses in Psyche 2 do not completely feminise Philippe d’Anjou; instead, they play on 

the opposition between the traditionally ‘feminine’ attributes of beauty and charm and the 

‘masculine’ qualities of strength and courage:  

Comme vne veritable & parfaite Amazône 

Vous auez la beauté tout ensemble & le coeur. (p.315) 

A combination of masculine traits (strength, pride) and feminine traits (softness) is found 

again in the second stanza: ‘Vos bras deuiennent forts, vos yeux sont fiers, & doux’. This is 

followed by the line ‘Vous auez de l’amour pour le grand Alexandre’, a reference to the 

legend that Talestris, accompanied by three hundred Amazons, stayed for thirteen nights 

in the camp of Alexander the Great in the hope of breeding a race as strong and intelligent 

as the great conqueror himself. Benserade uses this allusion to remind readers of 

Philippe’s masculine sex: 

Vous en aurez le coeur, & vous pouuez pretendre 

Que vous l’attraperez, si vous courez apres. (p.315) 

The words ‘vous en aurez le cœur’ suggest that Philippe / Talestris will win the heart of 

Alexander, and will also possess his masculine courage. Furthermore, being a man, 

Philippe / Talestris will be able to run fast enough to catch Alexander if he runs after him; 

‘attraperez’ and ‘courez apres’ have a sexual double meaning with potential homosexual 

overtones in that Philippe is pursuing Alexander. However, Benserade emphasises 

Philippe’s male biological sex, and indeed his heterosexuality, in the line: ‘[Vous] ne 

haïssez rien à l’égal des Maris’ (p.315). This alludes to the fact that Amazons supposedly 

hated men and refused to marry. The expectations within gallant discourse are that 

Monsieur must ‘hate husbands’ because he wants to seduce their wives; moreover, 

according to heterosexual norms, he must naturally be repulsed by men and attracted to 

women. When he reappears at the end of the ballet as Hymen and is described in his 
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verses as a demon who could destabilise marriages (see Chapter 3), he is not only 

presented as a heterosexual male, but also as a predatory seducer of women. This places 

him at the other end of the spectrum from the feminised ‘Charmante voisine du Thrône’. 

Prest argues (2006: 85) that Benserade’s ballet verses ‘betray a degree of anxiety with 

regard to the practice of cross-casting’ in that their purpose is to ‘deal with that anxiety 

and to reassert what Monique Wittig has famously called the “straight mind”, that is to 

say, the assumption that we are operating within a heterosexual model’. The possibilities 

for gender identity and sexual orientation in Philippe’s representation appear multiple 

and protean. Clearly, Benserade needed to strike a delicate balance in positioning 

Monsieur in relation to his brother in terms of rank, gender and sexuality. Philippe had to 

be simultaneously feminised as a foil to Louis XIV to ensure the latter conformed to the 

myth of the sexually powerful monarch; and masculinised to ensure that, as the current 

heir to the throne, he too conformed to the myth of royal heterosexual potency. 

 

The Queen, Model of Feminine Perfection 

The representation of Anne of Austria primarily reflects a long-standing royal myth that 

queens were by definition paragons of physical and moral perfection. The staging of her 

performance in Psyche 1 and the ballet verses combine to portray her as a superior being 

worthy of respect and adoration. She does not make her entrance as Juno until the very 

last entrée of Psyche 1, but her participation in the ballet is staged to produce maximum 

spectacle and drama. The Grand Ballet of the Goddesses is the climax of the performance. 

The scenery changes from seascape to cloudscape as instrumentalists and singers dressed 

as the gods of Olympus assemble for ‘la deification de Psyché’. The livret does not 

mention Cupid and Psyche again from this point onwards. As Gély (2006: 201) observes, 

‘Psyché et Cupidon se sont perdus dans la “mythologie”, ils ne sont plus, au sens propre, 

que des figures de ballet, et les seuls personnages à l’envergure “mythique” sont le Roi et 

la Reine’. The heavens open in three places to reveal sixteen goddesses suspended in the 

clouds above the stage, led by the Queen as Juno. They are in dazzling attire dripping 

with jewels: ‘Tous les yeux furent tournez vers ce ciel plus brilliant des beautez & des 

diamants de ces Princesses que des flambeaux qu’on y auoit allumez. […] C’estoit vne 

chose admirable de voir tant de beautez & tant de richesses ensemble’ (pp.152-3). The 

livret then offers seven lines of description of their costumes – white satin, richly 

embroidered in gold, with underskirts of scarlet taffeta over an underlayer of white, and 
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elegant pendant sleeves. Their coiffure ‘estoit d’vne gentille façon auec forces perles, 

aigrettes, & de grandes bandes de gaze d’argent’ that hung down to their heels at the back 

(p.153). Scipion de Gramont concludes: ‘De vous dire la valleur & la quantité de la 

pierrerie qui estoit sur elles, il seroit autant impossible comme il est inutile’ (p.153). The 

set designer, Tomaso Francini, had presumably placed the queen and her ladies on gloires, 

which were a system of ladders and pullies concealed by painted clouds enabling gods 

and goddesses to float down from the heavens. They descend first onto the stage, and 

then onto the dance floor to perform their grand ballet. While the goddesses are all dressed 

alike, signalling their joint membership of an elite group, the vers pour les personnages 

reinforce the supremacy of the queen. Like Philippe d’Anjou as the Dawn in Le Ballet de la 

nuit (1653), the lady playing the goddess Aurora surrenders precedence to Juno, whom 

she envisages as the sun:  

Ie suis l’Aurore au teint vermeil, 

Qui marche deuant le Soleil, 

Selon la celeste ordonnance: 

Mais il me semble qu’auiourd’huy 

Contre son ordre, il me deuance; 

Ou bien ie prens Iunon pour luy. (p.157) 

This Aurora-Sun pairing designed to glorify the queen recurs in Le Ballet de la Reine, 

représentant le Soleil (1621), with Louis XIII’s twelve-year-old sister playing the Dawn. 

 

Despite her superior rank, the text associated with Psyche 1 makes clear that Anne’s 

position in the royal hierarchy is below that of Louis XIII. According to the verses, even 

though she is the daughter of Philip III of Spain, Anne of Austria’s present elevation 

derives entirely from her marriage to Louis XIII/Jupiter: 

Celuy qui d’vn clin d’œil fait trẽbler l’vniuers, 

Ne voyant rien d’egal à mes appas diuers, 

De son royal Hymen les rendit plus augustes. (p.154) 

A queen ranked below her husband in the French monarchy due to her biological sex. In 

her study of French queens and power, Fanny Cosandey examines the way in which the 

monarchy was theorised to justify male primogeniture. For example, the seventeenth-

century historian Turquet de Mayerne (1611: 465–66; cited in Cosandey 2006: 388) asserted 
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that queens ‘se doivent contenter d'y estre honorées comme femmes et compagnes des 

Roys, ce qui leur est propre peculier et domestique’. The queen’s exalted, yet secondary, 

position reflected the fact that the monarchy traditionally described itself in terms of the 

paradigm of the family. Cosandey (2006: 389) highlights ‘la relation étroite 

qu’entretiennent Etat et famille dans la pensée monarchique’. Early modern theorists 

posited the monarchy as a model for the family, and also drew on the template of the 

family to hypothesize the monarchy, envisioning the king as a paterfamilias (Cosandey 

2006: 384-5): ‘le Prince est le véritable Père de son Peuple, et ses Sujets sont ses Enfans’ (de 

Riez 1672: 198; cited in Cosandey 2006: 385). This recalled the Christian notion of God the 

Father and reinforced the myth of the divinity of the monarch; it also evoked a king who 

loved his subjects but needed to be strict with them at times for their own good, affirming 

in paternalistic fashion the myth of the sovereign as guarantor of the triumph of good 

over evil.  

 

The queen was subordinate to the king, as a wife was to her husband in the ordinary 

family: ‘Chacun est Roy de ses enfants et de sa femme’ (Fauchet 1601: 472; cited in 

Cosandey 2006: 385). Early modern theorists of monarchy not only upheld a system of 

male dominance, but also a conception of society founded on strict separation of gender 

roles: ‘au féminin sont attachés les tâches domestiques, an masculine sont réservés les 

affaires, et celles-ci sont politiques en étant publiques’ (Cosandey 2006: 383). Seventeenth-

century legal experts including the anonymous author of Commentaires sur l’ordonnance de 

la majorité des Rois (1615; cited in Cosandey 2006: 385) exploited misogynist prejudices 

against women to naturalise their unfitness for public affairs: ‘la foiblesse de son sexe, la 

delicatesse de son corps, la forme de ses habits, la decence de ces moeurs ne lui 

permettent pas ces penibles travaux’. As wives in ordinary society were enjoined to 

confine themselves to the domestic sphere, so queens were considered unfit to be 

involved in matters of state. The Abbe Rene de Ceriziers, for instance, asserted: ‘quand 

nous ne supposerions pas leur esprit d'un sexe aussi foible que leur complexion est 

delicate, nous serions toujours obligez ou de prendre deux femmes pour avoir un Roy 

tout entier, ou de nous contentez de n' en avoir qu'un demy’ (Ceriziers 1641: 51; cited in 

Cosandey 2006: 385). Thus Salic Law, which served to exclude women from the throne of 

France, could be presented as a natural principle flowing logically from these arguments.  
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The subsidiary position allocated to queens in royal myth-making served to disguise the 

fact that kings were dependent on marriage to foreign princesses to secure accords with 

potentially hostile countries. The marriage of Louis XIII in 1615 was a case in point. In an 

elaborately arranged double wedding, the French king married Anne of Austria, infanta 

of Spain, at the same time as his sister, Elizabeth, married Anne’s brother, the future 

Philip IV of Spain, thereby sealing a peaceful alliance between the two countries. Le Ballet 

de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché was staged in 1619 as part of the festivities organised 

for the marriage of Louis XIII’s other sister, Marie Christine, known as Christine de 

France, to Victor Amadeus, Prince of Piedmont. However, Anne of Austria’s biographer, 

Ruth Kleinman (1985: 44), argues that, because of the resumption of marital relations with 

Louis XIII seventeen days previously, ‘the marriage between Marie Christine and Victor 

Amadeus on 10th February almost took on the character of a double wedding’. The two 

ballets, Tancrède and Psyché, performed respectively on the 12th and 17th of February 

1619, were the highlight of the festivities. The fictional wedding between Cupid and 

Psyche not only parallels the real-life nuptials the ballet was designed to celebrate, but 

also those of Louis XIII to Anne of Austria three years previously. 

 

The image-making around Anne of Austria endows her with the stereotypically feminine 

attributes of beauty, virtue and motherhood. As Consandey expresses it (2006: 388), ‘La 

reine, première dame du royaume, se doit de montrer l'exemple et incarne, à elle seule, 

toutes les vertus féminines qui font la grâce de son sexe et le bien-fondé de ses actions’. 

The queen gains status as a result of her marriage, and thanks to her feminine perfections 

becomes a status symbol herself, a signifier of her husband’s power. Viala suggests (2008: 

105) that the galant idealisation of women in projections of monarchical ideology stemmed 

from a pragmatic recognition of the vital importance of matrimony in building alliances 

and securing the line of inheritance: ‘Les tractations d’alliances se font par des mariages, y 

compris à l’échelon des royaumes. La célébration de la femme vient aussi comme une 

sorte de thème obligé dans la mesure où elle vaut comme une représentation symbolique 

des accords politiques’. The queen is absorbed into a myth of female perfection that, in 

theory at least, keeps her out of the public sphere. This stands in stark contrast to the 
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myths associated with Louis XIII – God’s representative on earth, deliverer of the 

kingdom, guarantor of the triumph of good over evil – that place sole responsibility for 

the fate of France on his shoulders. 

 

Beauty is de rigueur for the queen as a representative of the feminine ideal, as for all 

women according to the gallant code. De Gombauld’s verses repeatedly praise her ‘appas 

divers’. Alluding to the mythological beauty contest between Venus, Minerva and Juno in 

which Paris awarded the prize to Venus, the verses ask readers to judge ‘lesquels sont les 

plus iustes, / Ou les yeux de Paris, ou ceux de Jupiter?’ Praise for Anne of Austria’s beauty 

can also be found in Le Ballet de Tancrède. A choir of angels stand before the Queen to sing: 

L’esclat de vos Beautez si digne de louange 

Faisoit croire à nos yeux que vous estiez un Ange, 

Mais le Soleil & nous 

N’avons rien de beau, Reyne, â l’esgal de vous. 

[…] 

Quelle gloire à vos pieds ne se voit abbaisee, 

Puisque vostre beauté possede la pensee, 

Et les sceptres diuers 

Du Roy le plus grand qui soit en l’Univers? (pp.29-30) 

As the stanzas in both Psyche 1 and Tancrède make clear, the queen’s beauty derives its 

prestige from the fact that it is highly prized by the king. This galant language puts a 

romantic spin on the relationship between Anne and Louis and suggests that the king 

chose the queen for her attractiveness, rather than to secure a strategic political alliance 

with Spain. In the second air of the Concert of the Gods in Psyche 1, the lyrics declare that 

‘toutes les passions / […] viennent sans corps aduoüer pour leur Reyne / La Reyne de ton 

cœur’, suggesting that the king is madly in love with the queen (Guédron and others 1621: 

26). Whatever the actual relationship between the sovereign and his consort, the queen’s 

desirability in the eyes of the king is a standard trope of royal encomiums. Anne’s beauty 

is also closely associated with her virtue, as if the latter somehow derived from the 

former. In the final verse of the second air of the Concert of the Gods, these qualities 

represent a moral victory over the enemies of the monarch:  

Sa beauté fera voir par l’effort de ses charmes 
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Ce que peut vn beau front de gloire reuestu, 

Et que les vices joints ont de trop foibles armes 

Pour dompter la vertu. (Guédron and others 1621: 26) 

Thus, the Queen’s physical and moral attributes are co-opted to the myth of the triumph 

of good over evil, and are presented as weapons in Louis XIII’s resolute battle against 

vice. 

 

Other elements in Anne of Austria’s representation are designed to sustain the myth of 

the unbroken line of French kings. In reality, French monarchs were totally dependent on 

the princesses they married for the continuance of the royal line. Cosandey (2006: 381) has 

shown how, in a monarchy built on dynastic continuity, women were absolutely essential 

to its functioning: ‘Si, en vertu de la loi salique, il n’y a pas de reine sans roi, l’inverse 

s’avère tout aussi juste; sans reine, point de roi, la transmission patrimoniale dépendant 

finalement du ventre de ces dames’. It was therefore through motherhood that the ideal 

French queen was primarily defined. François de Fermineau, in his Traité des droits de la 

monarchie, maison, Etat et coronne de France (1636: 28; cited in Cosandey 2006: 393), declares 

‘le royaume l’honore comme Reyne et la chérit comme mère de famille’. The role of Juno 

that Anne of Austria played in both Psyche 1 and Le Ballet de Junon la Nopcière carried 

conventional associations with married women and motherhood. According to Cartari 

(1581: 209), in ancient times ‘les femmes l’inuoquoiĕt en leur enfantement, implorans son 

ayde’. In Psyche 1, Themis’s address to the kingdom of France contains a flattering 

reference to the production of an heir:  

C’est vn bruit commun dans les Cieux, 

Que ton Roy fera des miracles, 

Et ta Reyne des demy-dieux. (p.154) 

The queen was expected to be a paragon of maternity capable of producing healthy sons 

in the superior form of ‘demi-dieux’, an image reinforced by the many dancing children in 

the ballet. However, a line from Psyche 2 reminds us of the brutal reality of seventeenth-

century childbirth. In verses for the duchesse de Roquelaure playing Medea, a woman 

famous in Greek mythology for killing her children, Benserade writes:  

[…] depuis le temps qu’elle s’est mariée  

Elle a fait deux enfans, & n’en a tué qu’vn. (pp.306-07) 
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These lines allude to the duchesse de Roquelaure’s difficult deliveries (Canova-Green 

1997: 307 Note 20) and reflect the high rate of infant mortality in seventeenth-century 

France: around 200 in every 1,000 births (Flandrin 1995: Table 19), as compared with a 

death rate of 1.3 per 1,000 infants in France today (INSEE). The Duchesse de Roquelaure 

died in childbirth herself a year after the ballet was performed (Canova-Green 1997: 307 

Note 20). Whatever the risks involved, it was only once she had produced a male heir that 

a foreign princess could be fully assimilated into the French royal family and her position 

within the state secured. In the case of Anne of Austria, this did not occur until nine years 

later, with the birth of Louis XIV in 1638, which was followed by the arrival of his brother 

Philippe in 1640.  

 

Although male sovereigns were portrayed as warrior-kings, queens were associated with 

peace-making. According to the Abbé René de Ceriziers (1641: 226), ‘C'est aux hommes de 

faire la guerre, c'est aux femmes de la finir: les hommes ont le courage et la force pour ce 

farouche mestier, les femmes des grâces et des attraits qui la peuvent bannir’. The queen’s 

peace-making role thus depended on the qualities that made her a model of the feminine 

ideal – beauty, virtue and motherhood. Although this theme does not feature in the 

textual elements relating to Psyche 1, it is embodied in the choreography of the Grand 

Ballet with which the queen and her ladies ended the performance. This is a danse 

géométrique made up of a succession of shapes, or figures, formed by the dancers’ bodies 

and designed to be ‘read’ by spectators looking down from above. Scipion de Gramont 

describes their dance as follows: ‘Ces mortelles Deesses dancerent leur grãd ballet qui 

dura fort long temps, sans mãquer vn seul temps, bien qu’il fust fort diuersifié de figures, 

auec vne chaine qui se lioit de main en main tres-artificieusement’. The danse géométrique 

is a hangover from sixteenth-century Neoplatonism. The movement of dancers in 

complex configurations, in unison and in perfect cadence, served as a metaphor for the 

harmony of the cosmos, the ‘celeste ordonnance’ alluded to in the verses for the goddess 

Aurora quoted above. The political import of these dances was that they were the 

embodiment of an ordered kingdom ruled by a beneficent king, which itself reflected in 

microcosm the macrocosm of a beneficent God controlling an ordered universe 

(McGowan 1963: 19). In the ballets performed in the early years of Louis XIII’s reign, 

however, this humanist spectacle of perfect harmony had become a political metaphor of 
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control: grand ballets for the king and the gentlemen of the court like the one performed in 

Le Ballet de Tancrède came to symbolise absolute loyalty to the sovereign and the 

banishment of dissent in the kingdom. As Canova-Green (2010: x) expresses it, ‘harmonie 

politique et harmonie spectaculaire s’interpénétraient dans l’ostentation publique d’une 

autorité qui se voulait absolue’. Thus, the Grand Ballet in a king’s ballet fed into the myths 

of the king as deliverer of the kingdom and the triumph of good over evil. In a queen’s 

ballet like Psyche 1, however, the final danse géométrique performed by sixteen beautifully 

dressed women was a demonstration of the feminine ideal, and could therefore serve as a 

metaphor for peace and harmony rather than authoritarian control. It represented a more 

gentle vision of the Golden Age than the return of punitive justice promised in the vers 

and song lyrics relating to Louis XIII. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 

The mythos of monarchy was an expression of royal ideology and a propaganda response 

to real issues facing the French crown. Royal image-makers in ballet and other arts 

mobilised these perennial fictions particularly when ideological constructs underpinning 

the institution were challenged by reality. By reinforcing the myths of ‘The Divinity of the 

King’, ‘The Triumph of Good over Evil’ and ‘The Return of the Golden Age’ in allegory 

and encomium, the creators of the Psyche ballets associated the current sovereign with a 

monarchy that was unquestionable, invincible and eternal. The myths of monarchy were 

mobilised to project an image of strength in times of turbulence. The Psyche ballets staged 

the inevitable victory of the sovereign over the enemies of the crown via the myth of ‘The 

Triumph of Good over Evil’. In Psyche 1, Louis XIII is portrayed as a formidable punisher 

of vice, whereas in Psyche 2 Louis XIV is a warrior-king destined for glory on the 

battlefield. In order to present an inexperienced seventeen-year-old as ready to rule, the 

image-makers in Psyche 1 drew on the myths of ‘The Divinity of the King’ and ‘The 

Triumph of Good over Evil’ to present the greatness and might of Louis XIII as a fait 

accompli, even though he had only been ruling for two years. By contrast, in Psyche 2, 

Louis XIV’s glories are represented as still to be accomplished in a future only just out of 

reach, corresponding to the myth of ‘The Return of the Golden Age’. 
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The construct of the unbroken line of French kings had been challenged by a long period 

of barrenness in the house of Bourbon, creating anxieties about Louis XIII’s ability to 

father an heir that carried over into the reign of Louis XIV. Representations of royalty 

therefore emphasised heterosexual stereotypes connected with the production of children. 

The ballet verses for Psyche 1 present Anne of Austria as a super-mother capable of giving 

birth to demi-gods; while those for Psyche 2 give prominence to the myth of ‘The King’s 

Sexual Power’ in the presentation of Louis XIV. The analogy of the patriarchal family in 

conceptualising royalty gives rise to the ‘male’ and ‘female’ pairings of Louis XIII-Anne of 

Austria and Louis XIV-Philippe d’Anjou. Anne of Austria’s portrayal in Psyche 1 

corresponds to a feminine ideal of beauty, virtue, motherhood and peacemaking. 

Philippe’s ‘feminine’ attributes of beauty and charm are also foregrounded in Psyche 2, 

but Benserade undercuts intimations of non-binary sexuality by also describing him as an 

Amazon who hates husbands and a Demon who wrecks marriages. As second in line to 

the throne after his brother, it was evidently thought necessary to reposition him firmly 

within heterosexual norms.  

 

The creators of the Psyche ballets display considerable ingenuity in harnessing generic 

myths applicable to any reign and tailoring them to the political imperatives of the 

moment. In doing so, they add yet another layer of signification to the fable of Cupid and 

Psyche and its associated themes of love and desire. At a symbolic level, the real stories 

the ballets were designed to tell were the restoration of order following the overthrow of 

Concini (Psyche 1), and the return of peace following the defeat of the Fronde (Psyche 2). 

These stories supported the overarching narrative of the inexorable continuance of the 

French monarchy. The staging of royalty in the Psyche ballets is characterised by a 

theatricality that exposes the artifice of the situation: song lyrics and verses constantly 

remind spectators of the obvious fact that dancing royalty, although assuming fictional 

roles, are first and foremost king, queen or prince. The verses in Psyche 2 are also 

metatheatrical, in that Benserade offers flattering reflections on Louis’s and Philippe’s 

performances and suitability for their roles. In their staging of royalty, the creators of the 

Psyche ballets not only gave expression to the ideology of monarchy, but also actively 

engaged the audience with the theatrical process itself. 
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Chapter 5: Thesis Conclusion  

 

This comparative analysis of Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la fable de Psyché and Le Ballet de 

Psyché, ou le triomphe de l’amour offers a paradigm for examining other ballets, or pairs 

and sets of ballets. In exploring two balletic interpretations of the story of ‘Cupid and 

Psyche’ that have received only limited critical attention, this thesis affirms their status 

as cultural products worthy of serious scholarly consideration. Moreover, it holds the 

genre-specific protocols of court ballet up to scrutiny, in particular the use of la fable, 

and the operation of character and imitation. In a court ballet, la fable does not 

necessarily serve as a story to be enacted. It can also provide characters, events and 

other content that function as points of reference in the exploration of a theme. The 

primary function of la fable, however, is to provide a framework for the transmission of 

political allegory and the articulation of the myths of monarchy. Imitation in court 

ballet did not involve any attempt at realism, in the sense of reproducing the 

particularity and contingency of real life. Instead, it consisted of the encapsulation of 

the essential nature of people, events, emotions and other entities as dictated by 

convention. All elements pertaining to a character therefore needed to accord with that 

character’s essential qualities (bienséance), and correspond to the expectations of the 

audience (vraisemblance). In particular, the costume, dancing style and music associated 

with each character needed to conform to conventional conceptions of the classical 

figures, professions, or nationalities portrayed. However, due to the additional layers 

of meaning provided by song lyrics and vers pour les personnages, fictional lovers 

become the desiring males and objectified females of galant discourse; the verses then 

conflate these fictional characters with performers whose real lives may echo or 

contradict their roles.  

 

The representation of love and desire in the Psyche ballets involves an intricate 

interplay of opposites corresponding to contradictions inherent to galanterie. Women 

are desired by men yet potentially inimical to them, are prized for their virtue (Psyche 

1), yet ultimately seducible (Psyche 2). The standard model of amorous relations in the 

ballets is that of desiring males courting desirable women. When this pattern is 

reversed in Psyche 2, female desire takes the form of evil enchantment or Bacchic fury. 
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In the discourse of gallantry employed in Psyche 2, compliments to female beauty go 

hand in hand with jocular approval of predatory seduction. The ballets also represent 

love as productive of metamorphoses —from the single to the married state, from 

mortal to god, childhood to adulthood, innocence to experience, joy to torment, sanity 

to madness. These states may appear to overlap, as in the portrayal of adult love by 

dancing children in Psyche 1; they may be subject to reversal, as when the joy of love 

turns to torment and then back to joy in the Chorus of Amorous Passion in Psyche 2; or 

they may be potentially unstable, as exemplified by the portrayal of Hymen, god of 

weddings, as a possible wrecker of marriages. Given the prominence of the topic of 

love in court ballet, this thesis represents a first step towards a broader examination of 

amorous relations in the genre that would situate it within recent scholarship on the 

history of the emotions. 

 

Capitalising on courtly enjoyment of dance and the fashionable preoccupation with 

love, the ballets put la fable de Psyché to the service of the French monarchy. Both works 

reconfigure the story to articulate a political allegory: the triumph of Anne of Austria 

and Louis XIII at the end of Psyche 1 symbolises the defeat of Concini; the appearances 

of Louis XIV as Spring and Pluto in Psyche 2 connote victory over the Fronde. At the 

same time, the balletic reinventions of the fable de Psyché transmit a set of conventional 

fictions about royalty that together form a mythos of monarchy. The stage identities of 

royal dancers are given a further level of complexity through their incorporation into 

these myths. Kings are mythologised as gods, punishers of evil, warriors, consummate 

lovers and exemplars of potent masculinity in whatever combination the prevailing 

political circumstances demand. Other members of the royal family are recast in 

secondary yet exalted roles conforming to gender stereotypes associated with the 

production of children and the continuance of the male line.  

 

This collection of regularly repeated fictions not only expressed the monarchy’s 

conception of itself, but constituted a propaganda response to serious internal and 

external challenges facing the crown and the kingdom of France. The mythos of 

monarchy was co-opted to project stability in times of turbulence and strength in times 

of weakness, and to counteract anxiety about monarchical succession caused by long 
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periods of royal barrenness. The Psyche ballets offer two possible approaches to these 

challenges: Psyche 1 presents the seventeen-year-old Louis XIII as already a great and 

glorious monarch and makes no mention of his age; by contrast, much is made of Louis 

XIV’s youth, which is used to political advantage as a symbol of a reinvigorated 

regime. The question of Louis XIII’s sexual potency is avoided, apart from an allusion 

to his wife’s ability to produce demi-gods. Louis XIV, on the other hand, is framed as 

an attractive young man with a strong interest in, and appeal to, the opposite sex. His 

representation foregrounds his eligibility as a marriage prospect and his capacity to 

father an heir. In dramatizing ‘The Triumph of Good over Evil’, both ballets 

acknowledge that there are monsters (Psyche 1) and demons (Psyche 2) still to be 

vanquished inside and outside the kingdom. Shortly after Psyche 1 was performed in 

1619, the banished Queen Regent was implicated in a plot against the crown by 

discontented nobles. Psyche 2 was staged in the midst of the Franco-Spanish war, in 

which rebellious French aristocrats, including Louis de Bourbon, prince of Condé, were 

fighting on the enemy side against the king of France. The myth of ‘The Triumph of 

Good over Evil’ posits the fight of kingly virtue against vice as never-ending. The 

Psyche ballets therefore not only represent the king as victorious over the enemies of 

France in the recent past, but engaged in an everlasting crusade in which final victory 

is always just out of reach.  
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Appendix 1 

 

 
Figure 1. Louis XIII and gentlemen of the 

court as Godefroy de Bouillon and his knights 

in Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617) 

(Durand 2010). 

 

 
Figure 2. Henri de Gissey (attrib.), Louis XIV 

as War in Les Nopces de Pelée et de Thétis (1654). 

Paris, Musée Carnavalet. 
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Figure 3. Jean Cousin, ‘Ballet des Provinces’ 

(also known as ‘Ballet des Polonais’), in Jean 

Dorat, Magnificentissimi Spectaculi (1573). The 

British Library. 

 

 

Figure 4. 'Dame en Habit de Ballet’, Recueil des 

modes de la cour de France (circa 1682), Jacques 

Lepautre, Paris. 
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Figure 5. Costume design for Quatre Vents by 

Daniel Rabel, ca.1619, Victoria and Albert 

Museum Theatre and Performance Collection 

(McGowan 1986). 

 

 

Figure 6. A ‘grotesque’ (comic) scene from 

Le Ballet de la délivrance de Renaud (1617) 

(Durand 2010). 
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Figure 7. Anon., Fées and Esprits follets in Le Ballet du Roy des festes de Bacchus (1651). 

Paris, Bibliothèque nationale. 
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Appendix 2 

 

Table 1 – Events 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ from The 

Golden Ass by Apuleius (2 

A.D.) 

Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la 

fable de Psyché (1619) 

Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la 

puissance de l’amour (1656) 

1. Psyche is a young princess 

who is so beautiful that people 

worship her instead of Venus. 

Entrée 1: Venus enters in a golden 

chariot pulled by two giant swans 

with ‘petits Amours’ on their 

backs, with Cupid, Flora, Zephyr 

and the Graces. 

Sung dialogue: Venus complains 

that Cupid is making all men fall 

in love with Psyche. Cupid 

promises to punish Psyche by 

making her fall in love herself. 

 

2. Venus is furious and 

commands her son to punish 

Psyche by making her fall in 

love with someone completely 

undesirable. 

3. People come from all over the 

world to worship Psyche, but 

no one wants to marry her 

because they are intimidated by 

her beauty. 

Entrée 2: Ballet des Hyperborées 

(‘representans ceux qui viennent 

des climats les plus reculez’). 

Smitten with love for Psyche, the 

Hyperboreans wish to express 

their devotion, like other peoples 

of the world. 

4. The moment Cupid sees 

Psyche he is smitten by her 

himself. 

Entrée 3: Cupid comes in search 

of Psyche, and at the sight of her 

falls deeply in love. 

 

Entrée 4: As Psyche exits the 

stage, ten lute players enter. Led 

by Cupid, they stand directly 

before the King, singing “Allons, 

allons porter nos pas”. Cupid 

praises the perfections of Psyche, 

and commands the Winds to 

bring her to his palace. 

5. Meanwhile, Psyche’s parents 

are told by an oracle that they 

must leave Psyche exposed on a 

mountain crag, dressed for a 

‘funereal marriage’ with a 

horrible monster. 

  

6. Zephyr carries her to a 

beautiful garden surrounding a 

magnificent palace.  

Entrée 5: Ballet des Vents. Eight 

little boys dressed in feathers 

perform a dance imitating the 

contrariety of the winds. 

See below Part I, Entrée 1: 

Dance of the Four Winds; and 

Part I, Entrée 2: Zephyr’s 

entrance with Spring. 

7. Psyche is waited on by 

invisible slaves in Cupid’s 

palace. 

Entrée 6: Psyche dances in the 

Palace and is waited on by 

invisible spirits. 

 

8. At night, Psyche is visited by 

her husband who ‘makes her 

his wife’ by making love to her. 

He remains unseen and refuses 

to reveal his identity. 

Entrée 7: Ballet des Génies 

d’Amour, a dance for a band of 

mini-Cupids, played by children, 

celebrating the delights and 

sweetness of love.  

See below Part I, Entrée 10 in 

which the sense of touch is 

‘reserué à l’Amour dans la 

possession legitime de la belle 

Psyché’; and Part II, Entrée 14: 

Dance for Hymen and all the 

Pleasures. 
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9. Although Psyche is happy 

with her new life, she is 

persuaded by her jealous sisters 

to trick her husband in order to 

discover his identity. She hides 

a lamp and a knife in the 

bedroom, and when her 

husband is asleep she shines a 

light on him: instead of 

discovering a hideous monster, 

she sees the beautiful youth, 

Cupid. She accidentally spills 

oil from the lamp on him and 

wakes him up. Seeing her 

‘armed with steel and flame’, he 

flies away. 

Entrée 8: Psyche appears 

accompanied by her sisters, one 

of whom is holding a sword, the 

other a torch. Cupid jumps off the 

stage onto the main dance floor. 

When Psyche runs after him, he 

escapes. Psyche then performs 

‘les actions comme d’vne femme 

portee au desespoir’. 

 

[Vivid description of Venus 

swimming in the sea with 

Tritons and Nereids and 

Dolphins after asking Cupid to 

punish Psyche (see above)]. 

 

Entrée 9: Ballet des Nereïdes. 

Scene change: rocks appear at the 

sides of the stage, while a grotto 

decorated in coral shells and 

mother-of-pearl can be seen at the 

back. Sea complete with rolling 

waves.  

From the middle of these waves, 

Venus emerges in a chariot pulled 

by dolphins and rejoices in song 

because Cupid has fled from 

Psyche. 

Then six Tritons rise up from the 

sea to play on conch shells. Ten 

Nereids come out of the ocean 

and move onto the main floor to 

perform their ballet. 

 

10. Psyche is pregnant and 

desperately in love with Cupid. 

She tries to drown herself in the 

river but is saved by Pan.  

  

11. She then takes revenge on 

her two sisters by tricking them 

into throwing themselves off the 

mountain crag. 

  

12. Cupid lies recovering from 

his wounds. Venus is furious 

that he has married Psyche and 

wants to punish her. Juno and 

Ceres try to calm her anger but 

do not succeed. 

  

13. Psyche seeks help in 

escaping Venus’ revenge from 

Juno and Ceres, both of whom 

refuse because they do not wish 

to offend their kinswoman. 

Entrée 10: Juno, Ceres and Psyche 

dance on the stage. 

 

14. Psyche decides to submit 

herself to Venus in the hope of 

appeasing her anger and maybe 

finding Cupid in his mother’s 

house. Venus imprisons Psyche 

in her palace, tormenting her 

and making her complete 

impossible tasks: sorting 
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gigantic piles of grain; gathering 

wool from fierce golden-fleeced 

sheep; and drawing water from 

the lethal waters of the Styx, all 

of which Psyche completes with 

the aid of a helpful ant, a reed 

and an eagle.  

15. Finally, Venus instructs 

Psyche to go down to the 

Underworld to fetch a flask of 

the water of youth, which she is 

forbidden to open. Psyche gives 

in to curiosity, opens the flask 

and immediately falls into a 

deep sleep. 

  

16. Cupid wakes her, declares 

his love and obtains permission 

from Jupiter to marry her. 

Psyche is reconciled with Venus 

and the Gods of Olympus hold 

a lavish wedding feast. 

 

Entrée 11: Assemblée des Dieux 

The sea, grotto and the rocks 

disappear, and golden clouds 

appear on all sides. Musicians 

costumed as gods assembled for 

the deification of Psyche play and 

sing as they descend from the 

stage onto the main floor until 

they stand in front of the king, 

where they sing a récit in a single 

voice. 

 

Entrée 12: ‘Le Ciel s’ouurit tout à 

coup par trois portes’. 15 

goddesses led by the Queen float 

down from the heavens onto the 

stage, and then descend onto the 

main floor to perform a geometric 

dance. 

Part I: Cupid displays the 

beauties and delights of his 

palace to Psyche. 

Récit de la Constance 

Entrée 1: Dance of the Four 

Winds 

Entrée 2: Dance for Spring, 

Zephyr, Flora and four nymphs. 

Sung dialogue of Zephyr and 

Flora celebrating the coming of 

Spring 

Entrée 3: Dance for Bacchus, 

Ceres, Pomona, Vertumnus, 

Triptolemus, Lislee and a 

Dryad. 

  Entrée 4: Discord, Sadness, Fear 

and Jealousy try in vain to enter 

Cupid’s palace. 

Entrée 5: Cupid, Gaming, 

Laughter, Youth and Joy chase 

them away. 

Entrée 6: Dance for three 

painters to satisfy the sense of 

sight. 

Entrée 7: Dance for seven 

musicians to charm the ears. 

Entrée 8: Dance for Comus 

(God of feasting), accompanied 

by Cleanliness and Abundance, 

for the sense of taste. 

Entrée 9: Dance for four 

perfumiers for the sense of 

smell. 

Entrée 10: The sense of touch is 

‘reserué à l’Amour dans la 

possession legitime de la belle 

Psyché’. Dance for Psyche 

accompanied by Beauty and the 

Three Graces. 

  Entrée 11: The beautiful 

sorceresses Medea, Circe, 
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Alcina and Armida bring their 

lovers Jason, Ulysses, Ruggiero 

and Rinaldo to the palace to 

serve Cupid by the force of their 

charms. 

Entrée 12: Six Mischievous 

Spirits in the suite of the 

sorceresses. 

Entrée 13: Silence, Discretion 

and Secrecy come to live in 

Cupid’s palace.  

  Part two: Cupid entertains 

Psyche with a display of the 

marvels he has produced. 

Glory’s Récit 

Entrée 1: Jupiter, Apollo, Mars 

and Mercury, vanquished by 

love in the past. 

Entrée 2:’Mome bouffant’ of the 

Gods, followed by six ‘Insensez’ 

who have lost their minds for 

loving too much.  

Entrée 3: Talestris, Queen of the 

Amazons and four amorous 

Amazons 

Entrée 4: Mark Antony, who 

after having overspent on 

Cleopatra ended up dying for 

her, followed by Profusion and 

Blindness. 

Entrée 5: Eight gladiators that 

Antony gave to Cleopatra  

Entrée 6: Six Moorish slaves, 

given by Antony to Cleopatra 

Entries 7 and 8: The Bacchae, 

more enraged by love than 

wine, tear Orpheus to pieces for 

refusing their advances. 

Entrée 9: Neptune, smitten with 

love for Thetis and then for 

Amphitrite, accompanied by 

Tritons. 

  Entrée 10: Legendary huntsmen 

Meleagros, Cephalus, 

Endymion, all pierced by love’s 

arrows.  

  Entrée 11: The four Elements 

that compose the world and 

subsist only through Love. 

Entry 12: A cave opens, Pluto 

appears on his throne 

surrounded by Demons. Fear, 

Suspicion, Despair and Jealousy 

perform an Italian concert. 

Pluto and his court bear witness 

through a dance that Cupid can 

inspire gaiety even in Hades. 

Entrée 13: The Hours awake the 

impatience of Cupid who 

signals for them to hurry up, so 
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their entrée is shorter than the 

others  

Entrée 14: Hymen, god of 

weddings, dances with all the 

Pleasures. 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 – Locations 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ from The 

Golden Ass by Apuleius (2 A.D.) 

Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de 

la fable de Psyché (1619) 

Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la 

puissance de l’amour (1656) 

1. A certain city, capital of 

Psyche’s parents’ kingdom 

  

2. Venus’ home in the sea Sea – Entrée 9  

3. A crag on a steep mountain   

4. The garden of Cupid’s palace Garden - Entrées 1-5 The garden of Cupid’s palace, 

with the palace visible in the 

background – from the beginning 

until Part II, Entrée 11. 

5. Cupid’s Palace Palace - Entrées 6-8  

6. The bank of a nearby stream   

7. The houses of Psyche’s two 

sisters 

  

8. Temple of Ceres   

9. Temple of Juno   

10. Olympus, The Heavens filled with 

golden clouds - Entrées 11-12 

 

11. The pasture of the sheep with 

the golden fleece 

  

12. The mountain top where a 

black spring flows down to the 

river Styx. 

  

13. The Underworld  Part II, Entrée 12: ‘Un Antre 

s’ouvre, Pluton parest sur son 

Trône, environné de Démons…’ 

[not clear whether the set changes 

again for Part II, Entrées 13 & 14.] 
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Table 3 – Characters 

‘Cupid and Psyche’ from The 

Golden Ass by Apuleius (2 

A.D.) 

Le Ballet de la Reyne, tiré de la 

fable de Psyché (1619) 

Le Ballet de Psyché, ou la 

puissance de l’amour (1656) 

1. Psyche Psyche (probably male 

professional dancer) 

Psyche (Mlle de Gramont, age 

18). Only features in two entrées: 

with Beauty and the Graces 

(Part I, Entrée 10) and with 

Cupid and the Hours (Part II, 

Entrée 13). 

2. Psyche’s Parents X X 

3. Psyche’s Sisters Psyche’s Sisters (probably male 

professional dancers) 

X 

4. Oracle of Apollo at Militus X X 

5. People of the kingdom and 

peoples of the world 

Hyperboreans (male dancers) X 

6. Venus Venus (professional singer. Sex?) X 

7-12. Venus’ suite: Dolphins, 

Tritons, Nereids, Portunas, 

Salacia, Palaemon 

Dolphins pull Venus’s sea chariot. 

Tritons (male musicians) and 

Nereids (professional dancers – 

sex?) appear with Venus in Entrée 

9. 

Part II, Entrée 9: Tritons (male 

professional dancers) appear 

with Neptune (duc de Guise).  

13. Cupid Cupid (professional singer) 

Little Cupids sit in Venus’ chariot 

in Entrée 1. 

Génies d’Amour, played by little 

boys dressed as Cupids but 

without bows and arrows. Their 

ballet replaces the nightly 

encounters between Cupid and 

Psyche. 

Cupid (marquis de Villeroy, age 

13) 

14. Zephyr Zephyr appears in Venus’ Chariot 

in Entrée 1 (professional singer.) 

 

Little boys perform Ballet of the 

Winds in Entrée 4. 

Part I, Entrée 1: ‘Les Quatre 

Vents qui reignoient en ces 

lieux’ (marquis de Genlis + 4 

male professional dancers)  

Part I, Entrée 2: Zephyr 

(professional singer) appears 

with Spring (Louis XIV), Flora 

(female professional singer) and 

Nymphs (female nobles). They 

chase away the Four Winds of 

the previous entrée. 

15. Invisible servants ‘Esprits invisibles’ serving Psyche 

in Entrée 6. 

X 

16. The Tern X X 

17. Pan X X 

18. Juno  Juno (played by ?) dances with 

Psyche and Ceres in Entrée 10. 

Juno, played by the Queen, plus 

15 goddesses played by ladies of 

honour, dance the Grand Ballet in 

Entrée 12. 

X 
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19. Ceres  Ceres (played by ?) dances with 

Juno and Psyche in Entrée 10. 

Ceres (played by one of the 

Queen’s ladies of honour) 

descends from the heavens with 

Juno and dances the Grand Ballet 

in Entrée 12. 

Ceres (male professional dancer) 

appears in Part I, Entrée 3 with 

Bachus (marquis de Saucour), 

Pomona (conte du Lude), 

Vertumnus (marquis de 

Villequier), Triptoleme (marquis 

de Seguier), and Lislee (male 

professional dancer). 

20. Doves, Sparrows and other 

sweet-voiced birds who pull 

Venus’s chariot 

In Entrée 1, Venus’s chariot is 

pulled by Swans (machines?). 

X 

21. Jove Presumably Jove appears in 

Concert of the Gods (musician). 

Louis XIII is Jove/Jupiter by 

implication because the Queen 

plays Juno. 

Jupiter (male professional) 

appears in Part II. Entrées 1 & 2 

with Apollo, Mars and Mercury 

‘vaincus autrefois par l’Amour’ 

(all male professionals). First of 

these entrées is a dance, the 

second is ‘Mome Bouffon des 

Dieux’. 

22. Mercury Presumably in Concert of the 

Gods (musician) 

See above. 

23-25. Members of Venus’s 

household: Habit, Care, Sorrow 

X Sorrow appears with Discord, 

Sadness, Fear and Jealousy in 

Part I, Entrée 1 (played by 

professional dancers): they try to 

enter Cupid’s palace but are 

chased away by Cupid, Gaming, 

Laughter, Youth and Joy. 

Part II, Entrée 12: These 

characters reappear in the Choro 

di Passioni Amorose (played by 

Italian opera singers) 

26-28. Ants (help Psyche sort 

grain) 

Reed (helps Psyche collect 

golden fleeces) 

Jove’s Eagle (helps Psyche bring 

the flask of the water of youth 

back from the Underworld) 

X X 

29. Assembled Gods and 

Goddesses of Olympus. 

 

 

Concert of the Gods, played by 

musicians.  

Grand Ballet of the goddesses 

(played by the Queen and her 15 

ladies). In addition to those 

goddesses featured in Apuleius’s 

version (see above), they are: 

Themis, Minerva, Diana, Astrea, 

Thetis, Fortune, Bellona, Victory, 

Hebe, Aurora, Iris, Pomona and 

Pales (Athena). 

Jove, Mars, Apollo and Mercury 

(played by male professionals) 

appear in Part II, Entrées 1 & 2. 

See Jove above. 

Themis (male professional) 

appears at the head of the Hours 

in Part II, Entrée 13. 

30-36. Jove’s cup-bearer 

Liber 

Vulcan 

The Four Seasons 

The Three Graces 

The Nine Muses 

Satyr 

The Three Graces (professional 

singers. Sex?) appear with Venus, 

Zephyr, Flora and Cupid in 

Entrée 1. 

 

The Three Graces (female noble 

dancers) appear with Psyche 

and Beauty in Part I, Entrée 10. 

 

X X Constancy (female professional 

singer) performs opening Récit 

of Part I. 
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X X Spring (played by Louis XIV), 

appears with Flora, Zephyr and 

Nymphs in Part I, Entrée 2. 

X X Flora (female professional 

singer) – see above. 

X X Nymphs (female noble dancers) 

– see above. 

X X Chœur de Musique 

(professional 

singers/musicians) accompanies 

Zephyr, Flora and the Nymphs 

in Part I, Entrée 2. 

See above for Ceres. See above for Ceres and 

Pomona. 

Part I, Entrée 3: Bacchus, Ceres, 

Pomona, Vertumnus, 

Triptolemus, Lislee and a 

Dryad (mixture of male noble 

and professional dancers). 

X X Part I, Entrée 5: Gaming, 

Laughter, Youth, Joy (all male 

professional dancers), 

accompanied by Cupid (conte 

de Villeroy). 

X X Part I, Entrée 6: 3 Painters 

(conte de Guiche + male 

professionals). 

X X Part I, Entrée 7: 7 Musicians 

(professionals). 

X X Part I, Entrée 8: Comus, 

Cleanliness, Abundance (male 

professionals). 

X X Part I, Entrée 9: 4 Perfumiers 

(male professionals).  

X X Part I, Entrée 10: Beauty (duc de 

Damville) 

X X Part I, Entrée 11: Medea and 

Jason, Circe and Ulysses, Alcina 

and Ruggiero, Armida and 

Rinaldo (female and male noble 

dancers) = famous lovers/female 

magicians and their victims 

X X Part I, Entrée 12: 6 Mischievous 

Spirits in the suite of the 

Magiciennes. (played by the 

King and five male professional 

dancers). 

X X Part I, Entrée 13: Silence, 

Discretion, Secrecy (Le marquis 

de Seguier and 2 male 

professionals). 

X X Opening of Part II: Glory’s Récit 

(professional female singer). 

X X Part II, Entrée 2: 6 madmen 

who have lost their minds for 

having loved too much (male 

professionals). 

X X Part II, Entrée 3: Talestris, 

Queen of the Amazons (played 

by the king’s brother), and 4 

Amorous Amazons (Le marquis 
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de Genlis and 3 male 

professionals). 

X X Part II, Entrée 4: Mark Antony, 

Profusion, Blindness (male 

professionals). 

X X Part II, Entrée 5: 8 Gladiators 

(played by 5 nobles and 3 

professionals, all male). 

X X Part II, Entrée 6: 6 Moorish 

Slaves (two noble dancers and 4 

professionals, all male). 

X X Part II, Entrées 7&8: Orpheus 

(marquis de Genlis), 12 Bacchae 

(male professionals.) 

X X Part II, Entrée 9: Neptune (duc 

de Guise). 

X X Part II, Entrée 10: Legendary 

Hunters smitten by love (2 

nobles, six professionals, all 

male). 

X X Part II, Entrée 11: the Four 

Elements that compose the 

world and can only exist by 

love (two nobles and two 

professionals, all male). 

X X Part II, Entrée 12: Pluto (played 

by Louis XIV) and 7 Devils 

(male professional dancers). 

X X Part II, Entrée 13: Themis (male 

professional) and the Hours 

(played by little girls). 

37. Pleasure (Voluptas) = Cupid 

and Psyche’s daughter. 

X Part II, Entrée 14: Hymen 

(brother of the king) and the 

Pleasures (female noble 

dancers). 

 

 


