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Eighteenth-Century Metronomic Indications to the French Court Dances

ICHISE Yoko

“Some complain that we've already forgotten the tempo of a great number of tunes, and
we should believe they were all slowed down’, reveals J.J. Rousseau in his Dictionnaire de
musique in 1768. Before the Dictionnaire, there was certainly specific pendulum to indicate
tempo, called chronométre, echométre or metrometre in French, and there remains also some
practical indications by using the machinary. But unforunatly, it did not seem so much
successful, because French people did not think them necessarily useful then. However, the
pendulum indications should be more helpful and suggestive now to us to examin the original
tempo as composers intended.

With reference to the mechanism of chronométre/echométre/ metrométre, M. 1'Affilard
(1705), L.-L. Pajot (1732), J.A. La Chapelle (1737), and H.L. Choquel(1762) gives indications
of absolute tempo individually. Several modern scholars have mentioned to it—E.Borrel
(1928), R.Kirkpatrick (1938), and afterwards E.Schwandt, who reconsiders the subject to lead
a slower interpretation (1974), and writes the article “L’Affilard” for the New Grove Dictio-
nary with a table of the <slower) tempi. Dance scholars/performers are also interested in the
problem, but not in agreement either.

Particularly concerned with the French court dances, this paper tries to reexamin the original
sources, and to retrace the arguments over the interpretation of the tempo indications, both
theoretically and practically, and reaches the conclusion which stands for the <faster)
interpretation. But it does not seem to be simply the problem of the quickness of the tempo,
but also of the wider variety, from slow Sarabandes to rapid Passepieds, indeed. The <faster>
and <wider) interpretation should be especially proper to the music of Lully and other compsers

of the time, and the choreographies by R.-A. Feuille and G. L. Pécour as well.
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