





most of the evening at balls given over to
quadrilles. Another factor in their popularity,
besides the simplified dance steps, was the grow-
ing awareness of social class in nominally equali-
ty-minded American society. Country-dance for-
mations meant that couples might find
themselves dancing with others of markedly
lower social class as they moved down the line.
A four-couple quadrille, however, meant that
floor managers at large balls could place
dancers in sets with their social equals.

Was this a concern in Minnesota? Matilda W.
Rice, born in New York, raised in Virginia, edu-
cated in Washington, D.C., and the wife of
Henry M. Rice, Minnesota’s territorial delegate
to Congress in 1853, described her first ball in
St. Paul in the early 1850s: “About 8 o’clock,
there was a rapping at the door . . . and on open-
ing it we beheld a gentleman, his face wreathed
in smiles, who announced, with an air of delight-
ful anticipation, that there was to be a ball at the
American house . .. and that if I would consent
to be one of eight ladies, they could have two
sets.” She accepted, but on reaching the ball-
room, actually the hotel’s dining hall, “what was
our chagrin to find that one of the ladies was
unable to come, and consequently it seemed
that we could have but one set.” One gallant
man undertook to fill the vacancy:

The boat from Galena had arrived shortly
before, and on board was a pretty chamber-
maid. She readily accepted the ingenious
gentleman’s invitation, and entered the ball-
room in a pink dress in a state of elation. For
owing to the scarcity of “lovely women” in
those early territorial days, she had been a
belle from the moment the boat landed. . . .

But here a new complication arose, for
the gentlemen, jealous of their social stand-
ing, refused to dance with the P.C., and even
the one who had brought her from the boat
joined, with charming inconsistency, the
ranks of the ungallants. There was a politi-
cian-statesman, we called him then, present,
however, and he saw the opportunity of a life-
time. He would show the people that he was
democratic, that he drew no social lines, that
his sympathies were with the struggling mass-
es. Before his enchanted vision his column of
votes grew higher and higher. With a courtly
bow, he requested the honor of dancing with
the P.C. So the ball proceeded.18

Studio portrait of Matilda W. Rice dressed in day-
wear, probably 1860s

n addition to quadrilles and polkas and plain

waltzes, dance cards of the period show the

gradual introduction of newer dances like

the mazurka and the redowa. These dances
had swept Europe’s ballrooms as new interest
blossomed in things eastern European.
Intricate combinations of slides and hops, the
steps certainly taxed dancers of ordinary abili-
ties. A satirical article in the St. Anthony Express
in 1851 provides a look at what many must have
thought of these exotic and fussy but fashion-
able dances:

THE SOMERSETSKI.- This is the name of a
new dance, introduced at the fashionable
watering places, as an improvement on the
Polka, or the Schottische. It is described as

18 Matilda W. Rice, “Fourth of July in the Fifties,” St. Paul Dispatch, June 27, 1895, p. 8. On Rice, see article by

same title in Minnesota History 49 (Summer 1984): 54.
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modest sign announced Signor J. Hazazer’s dancing academy on St. Paul’s bustling Third Street, 1861

follows by an exchange:—*“It is danced by
four persons—two ladies and two gentlemen.
The ladies are dressed in a frock reaching to
the knee, and the continuances are of stock-
inet, fitting as close as possible to the skin.
One lady wears a white stocking and a black
stocking. The gentlemen are dressed in
shorts, and their dresses are of pink and pur-
ple colors. The dance begins by the gentle-
men turning somersets over the ladies, after
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which the ladies turn somersets over the gen-
tlemen, and then the whole party turn somer-
sets over each other promiscuously. During
the last named movement, the performers,
with their variegated costumes, present all the
changes of the kaleideoscope. Those who
have seen this dance admire it exceedingly.”19

Learning new and demanding dance steps

required a professional teacher and lessons, and

19 St. Anthony Express, Oct. 4, 1851, p. 2.
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by 1854 St. Paul, with a population of only a few
thousand, could boast its own dancing academy.
Playing up the need to learn the latest dances
in order to be fashionable, Professor De Gray
Bennie, describing himself as “of the Italian
Opera, late of St. Louis,” advertised:

FASHIONABLE DANCING ACADEMY,
Mazourka Hall (over Elfelt’s store.)
PROF. DE GRAY BENNIE respectfully begs
leave to inform the young Ladies and
Gentlemen of St. Paul that arrangements are
now being made for a select series of Demi-
Balls, and Fancy Dress Soirees. Instructions
will be given to the subscribers on the Polka,
Quadrilles, Mazourka, Spanish Dance, and
all the popular Ball Room Dances at present
in vogue in the East. Those wishing to join
the assemblage are invited to call at
Mr. Bennie’s Rooms.20

Bennie may have been the first dance
instructor in the territory, but another soon fol-
lowed. Signor ]. Hazazer, 22 years old and claim-
ing to be a native of Brazil, began teaching in
Hastings in 1857 before moving to St. Anthony
and giving lessons in Stanchfield Hall. By 1859 a
St. Anthony newspaper described Hazazer as a
“skillful and successful dancing teacher” whose
school numbered 80 pupils: “He is probably one
of the most popular professors of the art ever in
Minnesota.” Two years later he was teaching in

St. Paul, but by 1862 the peripatetic instructor
apparently moved on; no mention of him
appeared thereafter except in reminiscences.?!
Bennie introduced something new to the
territory—the fancy dress ball. Elaborate cos-
tume balls would remain a staple of the St. Paul
social season throughout the nineteenth centu-
ry, especially in the German community. In the
1860s, these “masquerades” alternated general
dancing with short comic operas and tableaux
representing historical scenes such as “The
Retreat of French Troops from Mexico.”22
Dance masters like Bennie and Hazazer gave
Minnesotans something besides instructions in
dance. They offered parents the opportunity to
add polish to their children’s education. In the
nineteenth century, external appearances were
thought to reflect breeding and birth. Instead of
the idea that everyone was equal, democratic
society was beginning to mean that everyone
had equal opportunity to be better than every-
one else. Children who behaved like ladies and
gentlemen might pass for them, no matter what
their birth. What surer sign of gentility than the
ability to dance well? With a dozen clothing
shops, several bookstores, a university, and at
least two dancing schools, Minnesota on the eve
of statehood was shedding its rough, makeshift
pioneer ways and developing the sense of society
with a capital “S” that would typify the second
half of the nineteenth century, the Gilded Age.

20 Minnesota Pioneer, Nov. 8, 1854, p. 3.

21 United States Census, 1857, Dakota Co., roll 1, City of Hastings, p. 290, MHS; Minnesota State News (St.
Anthony), Feb. 25, 1859, p. 3; St. Paul Daily Press, Jan. 8, 1861, p. 2.
22 See St. Paul Daily Pioneer, Jan. 17, p. 4, Feb. 16, p. 4, Feb. 23, p. 4—all 1868.

All illustrations are in the MHS collections, including the two volumes of Godey’s Lady’s Book (music is from 1854 volume)

and the dance cards and invitations from museum collections.
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