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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 The Dancing Plague of 1518

 When Strasbourg Danced to Death

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"Many hundreds in Strassburg began
To dance and hop, women and men,
In the public market, in alleys and streets,
Day and night."

 — Johann Schilter, chronicler, quoting a contemporary manuscript



Chapter One
 The First Step

 The sun had barely crested the Vosges Mountains on the morning of July 14, 1518, and already the air in Strasbourg hung thick and punishing, the kind of heat that settled into the narrow cobblestone lanes like an unwelcome guest and refused to leave. By midmorning the temperature would climb past anything the city's twenty thousand souls could remember enduring, even the eldest among them, the grandmothers who sat in doorways fanning themselves with linen rags and muttering that God had turned His face toward the fire. The Ill River, which wrapped around the Grand Île like a moat encircling a fortress, had dropped to a sluggish crawl, its surface glazed and metallic under the white sky. The stench of it — fish rot, tannery runoff, human waste — drifted through the half-timbered houses and pooled in the market squares where flies blackened the edges of bread stalls.


Strasbourg was a Free Imperial City of the Holy Roman Empire, answerable to no local lord, governed by its own magistrates and city council, a place that prided itself on order, on commerce, on the pink sandstone cathedral that thrust its single octagonal spire one hundred and forty-two meters into the sky, among the tallest structures in all of Christendom. Its facade, carved from Vosges sandstone that glowed the color of raw salmon in the dawn light, depicted the Last Judgment in painstaking detail — the damned dragged into the mouth of Hell, their stone faces contorted in agony that the masons had rendered with something close to relish.


It was into this sweltering, ordinary, unremarkable morning that a woman named Frau Troffea stepped out of her house and into the street and began to dance.


History remembers her only as Frau Troffea — the wife of Herr Troffea — because that was how the world worked in 1518, and because the chroniclers who eventually documented what happened cared more about the phenomenon than the person. What is known is this: she was a common woman, neither wealthy nor destitute, living in one of the cramped residential lanes that fed into the wider market streets. She had a husband. She had neighbors who knew her face. And on the morning of July 14, she walked into the open air of the street and her feet began to move.


There was no music. No fiddler perched on a stool, no piper leaning against a doorframe, no drumbeat echoing off the plaster walls. The silence was what made it terrible from the very first moment. Frau Troffea danced without accompaniment, without rhythm that anyone watching could discern, without a partner, without joy. Her body moved in jerking, spasmodic patterns — feet stamping the cobblestones, arms swinging, torso twisting — as though something inside her had seized control of her limbs and was working them like a puppeteer works a marionette, clumsily, violently, with no regard for grace.


Her husband saw it first. Herr Troffea came to the doorway and found his wife turning in the street, her skirts heavy with dust, her bare feet slapping stone. He called to her. She did not answer. He stepped forward and took her by the arm, and she pulled free with a strength that startled him, her body continuing its frantic motion as though his hand had been no more than a cobweb brushed aside. Her eyes, those who saw them would later say, were open but vacant, fixed on something no one else could see, as though she were watching a scene unfold in a world layered just beneath the surface of this one.


Herr Troffea pleaded with her. He begged. He stood in her path and she danced around him as water flows around a stone. Sweat darkened the fabric of her bodice and ran in rivulets down her temples and dripped from her chin. The stones beneath her feet grew slick with it.


The hours passed. The sun climbed to its zenith and turned the street into a furnace, and Frau Troffea danced. Neighbors retreated into their houses for the midday meal and emerged again to find her still going, her movements slower now but no less relentless, her body swaying and stamping and turning with the mechanical persistence of a millwheel. Someone brought water for her, held a cup to her lips, but she knocked it away without seeming to see it, and the water splashed across the cobblestones and was absorbed by the dust in seconds.


By the afternoon, her feet had begun to swell. The skin across the tops of her toes puffed and reddened, and the soles, which had been bare since she first stepped outside, were abraded raw by the rough stone. Pink smears appeared on the stone where she danced, then redder ones. She made no sound of pain — and this was perhaps the most unnerving detail of the entire spectacle, the silent endurance of a body that would not stop moving even as it destroyed itself.


A priest came and stood at the edge of the crowd and watched for a long time and then crossed himself and left without speaking. A physician was summoned — one of the handful who practiced in Strasbourg, men who had studied Galen and Hippocrates and who diagnosed illness by examining urine and consulting astrological charts — and he observed the woman from a distance, stroked his beard, and declared that he would need to consider the matter further. He too departed.


Night fell, and torches were lit, and Frau Troffea danced. The flames threw her shadow huge and grotesque against the plaster walls, a monstrous silhouette that lurched and flailed in mimicry of her movements.


She collapsed sometime in the smallest hours of the morning. Her legs simply buckled and she went down hard on the cobblestones, her body folding in on itself, and for a moment the watchers exhaled in relief, thinking it was over. But within minutes — some accounts say seconds — her limbs began to twitch, and then to move with purpose, and then she was rising, hauling herself upright on legs that should not have been able to bear her weight, and she was dancing again. The sound that escaped the nearest watcher was not a gasp but something closer to a moan, the involuntary vocalization of a person witnessing something that defied the boundaries of what they believed a human body could do or endure.


The second day was worse than the first because it carried with it the weight of confirmation. The first day could be dismissed as a fit, a seizure, a bout of madness that would burn itself out. The second day meant that this was something else. People came from other quarters of the city to see for themselves, and they stood in clusters and spoke in low voices and used words like curse and possession and plague, and each word, once spoken, took on a life of its own and spread through the crowd like contagion.


On the third day, Herr Troffea made another attempt to restrain his wife. He brought two friends, strong men, and the three of them took hold of her and physically carried her off the street and into the house. The sounds that came from inside — the scuffling, the crashes, the raw animal keening — drove the nearest neighbors to press their hands over their ears. Within the hour she was back in the street, dancing.


She danced through the third day, and the fourth, and the fifth. The city's attention began to contract and focus on this single, inexplicable event. Frau Troffea had become a spectacle, and then a mystery, and then a source of dread. Something was happening that had no precedent in living memory, no explanation in the medical texts, no remedy in the priest's prayers.


On the sixth day, July 20, 1518, the city council of Strasbourg convened and formally took note of the phenomenon. The minutes of the meeting, preserved in the city archives, recorded the matter with dry bureaucratic precision: a woman had been dancing in the public street for six continuous days. She could not be made to stop. The physicians had been consulted and had offered no satisfactory explanation. The council would consider what measures might be taken.


What the minutes did not record was the atmosphere in the council chamber that day. The way the magistrates glanced at one another across the heavy oak table. The way the word plague had begun to circulate not as metaphor but as genuine possibility, because everyone in that room knew what plague looked like, had lived through outbreaks, had watched neighbors carried out feet-first and loaded onto carts, and while this was not that, the feeling it produced — the helplessness, the fear of something invisible and unstoppable — was precisely, exactly, unnervingly the same.


They did not know it yet, sitting in that chamber with the July heat pressing against the shuttered windows, but Frau Troffea was only the beginning. Even as they deliberated, even as they debated diagnoses and remedies and jurisdictional responsibilities, other feet were beginning to move in other streets. Other eyes were going vacant. Other bodies were surrendering to the rhythm of a music that no one else could hear.


The dancing plague of Strasbourg had begun, and it was spreading.

 [image: Bird's eye view of Strasbourg, 1548]Strasbourg as it appeared just thirty years after the dancing plague — a Free Imperial City on the Grand Île, surrounded by the Ill River, dominated by the 142-meter cathedral spire.
 

Chapter Two
 A City Under Siege

 By the third week of July 1518, the narrow streets of Strasbourg had become a theater of the damned. Where days earlier a single woman had danced alone on swollen feet, now dozens moved through the lanes and market squares in spasmodic, uncoordinated agony, their bodies jerking and thrashing as though pulled by invisible strings. They danced in the shadow of the great cathedral, whose pink sandstone spire caught the merciless sun and threw it back in a blaze of rose-gold light. They danced in the grain market, where the stalls stood half empty because there was barely any grain to sell. They danced along the banks of the Ill River, where the water had dropped so low that the mud flats stank of decay and the fish lay dead in silver ribbons along the exposed shallows.


Within a week of Frau Troffea's first steps, thirty-four people had joined her. They came from all quarters of the city and from all stations of life — housewives and day laborers, servants and journeymen, young men barely past apprenticeship and old women who should not have been able to stand for an hour, let alone dance for days. Some of them had watched her dance. Some of them had never seen her at all. The connection between them, if there was one, was invisible.


The dancing was not joyful. The dancers of the plague wore expressions of anguish, of terror, of blank and annihilated absence. Their mouths hung open. Their eyes were glassy and unfocused, staring past the visible world entirely. Several were heard to scream — not words but raw, unformed sounds, the cries of people trapped inside a nightmare from which their bodies would not let them wake.


Some of the afflicted reported visions. Those who could speak described seeing oceans of blood rising around them, engulfing the streets, drowning children. Others spoke of demons with the faces of saints, or of a great fire consuming the cathedral, or of Christ Himself descending from the sky with a sword instead of a blessing. They danced to escape the flood, danced to outrun the fire, danced because something inside them insisted that to stop moving was to die.


The onlookers noticed something else: the dancers recoiled violently from the color red. A woman wearing a crimson shawl who pushed through the crowd to offer water to one of the afflicted was met with a shriek so piercing that it scattered pigeons from the cathedral roof. They also shrank from pointed shoes, the fashionable poulaines with their elongated toes that the wealthier citizens wore. No one could explain why. The details simply accumulated, each one stranger than the last, forming a pattern that refused to resolve into anything comprehensible.


For the people of Strasbourg, the dancing plague did not arrive in isolation. It descended upon a city that was already broken, a population that had endured years of cascading catastrophe, each disaster compounding the last until the accumulated weight of suffering had become almost unbearable.


The harvests had failed three years running. In 1515, 1516, and 1517, the fields surrounding the city — the fertile Alsatian plain that had for generations produced wheat and rye and barley in quantities sufficient to feed the population — had yielded less and less, ravaged by flooding, unseasonable cold, and crop disease. The grain stores were depleted. By the spring of 1518, a loaf of coarse rye bread cost more than a day laborer could earn in an afternoon, and the white wheat bread that the wealthier citizens ate had become a provocation, a visible reminder of the gulf between those who had and those who did not.


Famine had come first as hunger and then as starvation. In the surrounding countryside, entire families were reduced to eating bark, roots, the flesh of horses and dogs. They came to the city in waves — gaunt, hollow-eyed, desperate — gathering at the gates and along the bridges, begging for scraps. Thousands camped outside the walls, their makeshift shelters forming a ring of misery around the city.


Plague had returned to the region — not the catastrophic Black Death of 1348, but a persistent, grinding series of outbreaks that killed dozens or hundreds at a time. And syphilis, which had arrived in Europe only two decades earlier, was everywhere — the lesions, the rashes, the slow erosion of nose and lip, the madness in the later stages. The physicians had no cure. The disease was read by many as a punishment from God, and the theological implications — that God was angry, that the End Times might be approaching — settled over the city like a second plague, invisible but no less devastating.


Into this landscape of material suffering came a spiritual crisis of equal magnitude. In October 1517, just nine months before Frau Troffea began to dance, Martin Luther had nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to a church door in Wittenberg. Luther's attack on the sale of indulgences struck at the very foundation of medieval Catholic authority. For the poor of Strasbourg, who had paid their tithes and bought their indulgences and prayed their prayers and received nothing in return but famine and disease and flood, Luther's message was both liberating and terrifying. If the church had been lying, if the indulgences were worthless, then what had all their suffering been for?


Apocalyptic anxiety pervaded the city like smoke. Preachers stood on street corners and declared that the signs were unmistakable: the famine, the plague, the flood, the new disease, the corruption of the church, the madness spreading through the streets. The end of the world was at hand. These sermons drew crowds of hundreds, people who stood in the baking sun and listened with the desperate attention of the drowning, searching for any framework that could make sense of a world that had stopped making sense.


It was in this context — this cauldron of hunger and disease and spiritual crisis and mounting despair — that the dancing plague erupted. The thirty-four people who danced in the streets of Strasbourg in that third week of July were not random. They were the products of a society that had been pushed beyond its breaking point. The dancing was not a celebration. It was a scream.


The city council watched the numbers climb with growing alarm. These were practical men, merchants and guild representatives and minor nobility, accustomed to managing the mundane crises of urban governance. They were not equipped for this. Nothing in their experience prepared them for the spectacle of dozens of their citizens dancing themselves to destruction in the public streets. They held emergency sessions. They summoned physicians. They consulted the clergy. They argued and debated and disagreed, and all the while the number of dancers grew.


The physicians examined the afflicted as best they could, which was not very well, given that the dancers could not be made to hold still and lashed out violently at anyone who tried to restrain them. They checked pulses — rapid, thready, dangerous. They observed the sweat and the pallor and the vacant eyes. They consulted their texts, their star charts, their accumulated lore. And they arrived at a diagnosis that would, in the weeks to come, prove catastrophically wrong.


But that diagnosis, and its consequences, lay just ahead. For now, in the final days of July, the council could only watch as the plague spread, as the dancers multiplied, as the streets of Strasbourg filled with the sound of bare feet on stone and the sight of human bodies moving in patterns that no one had chosen and no one could stop.


And on the far side of the Grand Île, in a quarter where the houses pressed so close together that sunlight barely reached the ground, a new dancer stumbled into the street, eyes empty, feet already bleeding, body surrendering to the rhythm of a music only the damned could hear. Then another. Then another. The city council would need to act, and act decisively. What they chose to do next would become one of the most extraordinary — and disastrous — decisions in the history of public health.

 [image: Citizens of Strasbourg dancing amid graves in a churchyard, circa 1600]An engraving depicting the dancers of 1518 Strasbourg, their bodies convulsing amid gravestones in a churchyard — a scene that captured the horror of a city watching its citizens dance themselves to death.
 

Chapter Three
 The Prescription

 On the morning that the council physicians delivered their verdict, the air in the Strasbourg Rathaus smelled of beeswax candles and old wood and the particular metallic tang of fear. The magistrates sat around their heavy oak table, some leaning forward with their elbows planted on the scarred surface, others pushed back in their chairs as though physical distance from the discussion might shield them from its implications. Through the mullioned windows, closed against the July heat and the noise from the streets, the distant sound of stamping feet was faintly audible — a rhythmic, relentless percussion that had become the city's new heartbeat, its unwanted pulse.


The physicians stood before the council in their dark robes. They had consulted the canonical medical texts — Galen's On the Affected Parts, Avicenna's Canon of Medicine, the works of Hippocrates. They had studied the patients' urine, which was dark and concentrated. They had taken note of the season, the heat, the alignment of the stars. And they had reached a conclusion.


The affliction, the physicians declared, was caused by hot blood. The summer's extraordinary heat — combined with poor diet, corrupted air from the low river and crowded streets, and an unfavorable astrological conjunction — had caused an excess of blood to accumulate in the brain, overheating it to a dangerous degree. The dancing was not the disease itself. It was the body's attempt to cure itself, to purge the excess heat through physical exertion, much as a fever burned away an infection.


The logic, by the standards of sixteenth-century Galenic medicine, was impeccable. The human body was governed by four humors — blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile — and health depended on maintaining their proper balance. An excess of blood, the hottest and most volatile of the humors, would naturally produce agitation, mania, uncontrollable movement. The cure was to encourage its expulsion.


The dancers, they told the council, must be allowed to dance. More than allowed — they must be encouraged. The compulsion would burn itself out only when the excess heat had been fully expelled. To restrain the afflicted would be to trap the overheated blood inside the body, where it would corrupt other organs and almost certainly prove fatal. The physicians used a phrase that several council members would later recall with bitter clarity: the afflicted must be allowed to gyrate the fever away.


The council debated. Some members were skeptical — the dancing was clearly destroying the afflicted, not healing them — but the physicians were the recognized authorities on matters of health. Others argued that even if the diagnosis was wrong, the council had to be seen to act, because the alternative — doing nothing while citizens danced themselves to death — was politically untenable. The vote was taken. The prescription was adopted. And in the days that followed, Strasbourg embarked on one of the most catastrophic public health interventions in recorded history.


The first order of business was space. The council decided to consolidate the dancers in designated locations where they could dance under supervision. Carpenters were summoned: build stages, build them large, build them sturdy, build them quickly.


The grain market — the Kornmarkt — was chosen as the primary site. The stalls were mostly empty now, because there was almost no grain to sell. The carpenters cleared the remaining stalls and erected a wooden stage in the center of the square — a raised platform of heavy oak planks, large enough to accommodate dozens of dancers. A second platform was constructed in the horse market — the Rossmarkt. Additional space was secured inside the guild halls of the carpenters and the tanners, cleared of workbenches and swept clean to serve as indoor dance floors.


Then came the musicians. If the dancers needed to dance, the council reasoned, then music would regulate their movements, provide rhythm for the purging of the overheated blood, transform the chaotic flailing into something more therapeutic. The council authorized the hiring of professional musicians from public funds, duly recorded in the city's financial ledgers: two florins, paid to musicians engaged to play for the afflicted.


They came with their instruments — pipers, drummers bearing tabors and snare drums, fiddlers with bowed vielles, horn players with brass instruments that gleamed dully in the July sun. They set up at the edges of the wooden stages, and they began to play.


Up close, the scene was not festive. The dancers on the stages were dying. Their feet left red smears on the fresh oak planks. Their faces were masks of exhaustion and anguish, skin stretched tight over bone, lips cracked and bleeding, eyes vacant and unreachable. The music did not regulate their movements — they danced to no rhythm but their own internal compulsion, their bodies jerking and thrashing in patterns that bore no relation to the melodies being played around them.


The council had also recruited professional dancers — skilled performers hired to dance alongside the afflicted, the theory being that healthy dancers could guide the sick ones, could pace the purging. These professionals mounted the stages and began to dance with practiced grace, and the contrast with the afflicted beside them was so grotesque that several of the hired dancers lasted only hours before refusing to continue. One was reported to have fled the Kornmarkt stage in tears, saying that he had looked into the eyes of the woman dancing beside him and seen nothing — not madness, not suffering, just an emptiness so complete that it had reached inside him and touched something he could not name.


Daniel Specklin recorded it all. Specklin was an architect and chronicler who would become the city's chief military architect and one of the most respected builders in the Holy Roman Empire. Born in 1536, he did not witness the plague himself — but he compiled his account from the testimony of those who had, drawing on the city's archives and the memories of survivors in a chronicle that preserved for posterity events so bizarre that without such documentation, later generations might have dismissed them as legend.


What Specklin's chronicle captured was a catastrophe in motion. The music and the spectacle did not cure the afflicted. What it did was attract more dancers. The stages, the hired musicians, the crowds of onlookers — all of it created a vortex of sound and movement and collective attention that pulled the vulnerable in like a whirlpool pulling debris.


New dancers appeared every day. They emerged from the crowds of onlookers, stepping forward as though summoned, their faces going slack, their limbs beginning to move. Some had come to watch out of curiosity and found themselves unable to leave. Some had come to pray for the afflicted and found their prayers dissolving into the same involuntary motion. A few were found dancing alone in alleys far from the market squares, as though the affliction no longer needed proximity to take root — as though it had become airborne, carried on the music or the heat or the collective terror of a city that had lost its hold on the rational world.


The numbers climbed with sickening speed. Forty dancers. Sixty. One hundred. The wooden stages became dangerously crowded, bodies colliding and tangling, the platforms shaking under dozens of stamping feet. The musicians played on, because stopping felt like an admission of failure the council was not yet prepared to make.


And then people began to die. A man collapsed on the Kornmarkt stage and did not rise, his heart having simply stopped. A woman fell from the Rossmarkt platform and struck her head on the cobblestones below. An old man danced until his legs gave way and then crawled on his hands and knees, his body still trying to move in the patterns of the dance, until he too was still.


At the peak of the crisis, in August 1518, later chroniclers would claim the death toll reached as many as fifteen people per day — though no contemporary source recorded a specific number of fatalities, and the true figure remains unknown. What is certain is that people died. Bodies were carried from the stages and laid in rows along the edges of the market squares, covered with linen sheets, while the living danced on above them.


By the time the council finally acknowledged that the physicians' prescription had failed — that the organized dancing was feeding the affliction, not curing it — the number of dancers had swelled to approximately four hundred. Four hundred people, in a city of twenty to twenty-five thousand, dancing involuntarily in the streets and on the stages and in the guild halls of Strasbourg.


The musicians were dismissed. The stages stood empty except for the dark stains on their planks. The guild halls were closed and scrubbed with vinegar. The council, humiliated and desperate, turned away from the physicians and toward the church. If hot blood had not caused this, then perhaps something older and darker had. Perhaps the dancing plague was not a medical crisis at all.


Perhaps it was a curse. And if it was a curse, there was only one saint with the power to lift it — a saint whose name the people of Strasbourg already whispered in the streets, in the churches, in the flickering candlelight of their homes as the sound of stamping feet echoed through the summer darkness. His name was Saint Vitus, and his story was one of martyrdom, of fire, of a dance that never ended. The afflicted would be brought to his shrine, the council decided, on the mountain above the city, where the air was cool and the saint's relics waited in their silver casket.


Whether the saint would answer was another question entirely.

 [image: The Pilgrimage of the Epileptics to Molenbeek, engraving by Hendrik Hondius after Pieter Bruegel the Elder]Hendrik Hondius's 1642 engraving, based on a 1564 drawing by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, showing afflicted dancers being led to a church. The most iconic depiction of the dancing mania.
 

Chapter Four
 The Reversal

 On the morning of August 3, 1518, Sebastian Brant sat at his writing desk in the council chambers of Strasbourg's city hall, a quill in his ink-stained fingers. The room smelled of tallow and old parchment. Through the leaded glass windows, he could hear what he had been hearing for weeks now — the distant, rhythmic thudding of feet against paving stones, punctuated by the occasional shriek of a dancer collapsing in the summer heat. The sound had become inescapable.


Brant was sixty-one years old, a man of considerable reputation and even greater weariness. As secretary and chancellor of the Strasbourg city council since 1503, he had drafted hundreds of proclamations, ordinances, and diplomatic letters. But nothing in his fifteen years of service had prepared him for the document he was about to compose.


He dipped his quill and began to write. The note he produced that day would become the single most important surviving primary document of the dancing plague — a record of a government in the act of reversing itself, admitting through the careful bureaucratic language of the time that its strategy had failed catastrophically.


Before he had become a functionary of the Strasbourg council, Sebastian Brant had been famous. In 1494, twenty-four years before this terrible summer, he had published Das Narrenschiff — The Ship of Fools — a sprawling satirical poem that catalogued every variety of human folly. The book had been a sensation, translated into Latin, French, and English, read across Europe. It was one of the first bestsellers of the printing age, a book that made its author's name synonymous with mordant wisdom about the weakness of human nature.


In The Ship of Fools, Brant had written about dancing. He had not been kind. Among the hundred-plus varieties of fools he catalogued, the dancers occupied their own chapter of shame. "Dance and sin are one in kind," he had declared, with the uncompromising certainty of a man who viewed bodily movement as a gateway to moral catastrophe.


Now, decades later, here was Brant confronted with dancing on a scale that beggared anything he had imagined in his satire. Not the flirtatious twirling of young men and women at festivals, but something that looked like demonic possession — hundreds of people jerking and spinning through the streets of his city, their faces contorted, their feet bloody, their bodies wracked by an impulse they could not control.


The council's previous strategy — stages, musicians, professional dancers — had been a disaster. What had begun as a handful of compulsive dancers had swollen to hundreds, and the stages had become theaters of suffering.


Brant's note of August 3 recorded the council's reversal in the dry, precise language of administrative decree. Public dancing was to be banned immediately. No person was to dance in the streets, the markets, the squares, or any public place in Strasbourg until the Feast of Saint Michael — September 29, nearly two months hence. The stages would be dismantled. The musicians would be dismissed. The experiment in musical therapy was over.


But the decree contained an exception that revealed the council's understanding of the difference between celebration and plague. "If honourable persons wish to dance at weddings or celebrations of first Mass in their houses," the note read, "they may do so using stringed instruments, but they are on their conscience not to use tambourines and drums." The distinction was telling. Stringed instruments produced gentler, more controlled music. Tambourines and drums were different. Their rhythms were primal, insistent, the kind of sound that got into the blood and the bones. The council had noticed that percussive music made the dancing worse. Or perhaps they had simply intuited what modern neuroscience would later confirm: that strong, repetitive rhythms can induce altered states of consciousness, can override the rational mind's control over the body.


The stages came down that same day, or perhaps the next. The musicians packed their instruments and went home. The guild halls that had been converted into impromptu dance halls were swept out and returned to their original purposes.


But dismantling the stages did not stop the dancing.


This was the grim revelation that followed the council's reversal. The afflicted dancers were not performing for an audience. The compulsion that drove them was internal, rooted in something deeper than the rhythms of drums and tambourines. When the stages were taken away and the musicians dismissed, the dancers simply continued in the streets — stumbling, lurching, spinning in the same agonized patterns they had traced on the wooden platforms.


Johann Schilter, the seventeenth-century chronicler who compiled and preserved many of the primary sources about the plague, recorded the scene in verse: "Many hundreds in Strassburg began / To dance and hop, women and men / In the public market, in alleys and streets / Day and night." The lines have the flat, stunned quality of someone describing a natural disaster — something too large and too strange to embellish with literary flourishes.


The ban had removed the spectacle but not the suffering. On the stages, with musicians playing and attendants hovering, the dancers had been contained within a context — strange and alarming, yes, but legible as a medical intervention. Now, with the stages gone and the music silenced, the dancers in the streets looked like what they had always been: people in the grip of something that no earthly authority could command or control.


Sebastian Brant must have watched the aftermath of his decree with bitter recognition. He was a man who had spent his life cataloguing human folly. But the dancing plague was not folly in any sense he had written about. The dancers were not choosing to dance, not succumbing to the temptations of rhythm and revelry that he had warned against in The Ship of Fools. They were trapped, prisoners of their own bodies, and no proclamation or decree could set them free.


The council, for all its authority, had reached the limits of secular power. They had tried medicine and it had failed. They had tried prohibition and it was failing too. The dancers kept dancing, day and night, in alleys and streets, and nothing the magistrates could order or the physicians could prescribe seemed to make the slightest difference.


But there was another toolkit available — one that operated by different rules, invoked different authorities, and promised different mechanisms of cure. If medicine could not heal the dancers and law could not stop them, perhaps religion could reach them where they were. The council had already been moving in this direction, banning gambling and prostitution as part of a broader campaign of moral purification. Now they would take the next step, turning to the one power they believed might be strong enough to break the curse.


For the people of Strasbourg knew — or believed they knew — exactly who had cursed them. The dancing plague was not random, not a mere sickness of the blood or the brain. It was punishment, divine and specific, sent by a saint whose anger they had somehow provoked. And that saint had a name.


His name was Vitus.

 
 

Chapter Five
 The Curse of Saint Vitus

 In the year of our Lord 303, on the island of Sicily, a boy of twelve years old was brought before his father in chains. The boy's name was Vitus. His father, Hylas, was a Roman senator of considerable wealth and pagan conviction. The chains were not metaphorical. The boy had been caught praying to the Christian God — an act that, in the Sicily of Emperor Diocletian, was not merely disobedient but criminal.


The story of Saint Vitus, like most hagiographies, is a tapestry of the historical and the miraculous, woven so tightly that no scholar has ever fully separated the threads. What is known, or at least what the medieval world believed it knew, is this: Vitus was born to a noble pagan family in Sicily, converted to Christianity at the age of twelve by his tutor Modestus and his nurse Crescentia, and from that moment forward became a vessel for the power of God.


He cured his father's blindness. This was the first miracle attributed to him, and it established the pattern that would define his saintly career — Vitus healed, but he also punished. When Hylas regained his sight and still refused to accept Christ, Vitus and his two companions fled Sicily by boat. According to legend, an angel guided them across the sea to Lucania in the south, where Vitus continued his ministry of miracles.


Word of the boy's powers reached Rome. The Emperor Diocletian summoned Vitus to his court. The reason was practical: the Emperor's son was possessed by an evil spirit, and no pagan priest or physician had been able to help. Young Vitus stood before the most powerful man in the world and cast the demon out.


Diocletian was not grateful. He demanded that Vitus sacrifice to the Roman gods. Vitus refused. The torture began. The hagiographies describe what followed with the loving, terrible detail that medieval writers reserved for the suffering of saints. Vitus was thrown into a cauldron of boiling oil. He emerged unharmed. He was thrown to the lions, who lay down at his feet. He was stretched on the rack, and the apparatus broke. At each failed attempt to destroy him, the earth shook and temples crumbled.


Finally, a great storm arose — thunder and lightning splitting the Roman sky — and an angel carried Vitus, Modestus, and Crescentia away from their tormentors. They were transported back to Lucania, where they died. Vitus was perhaps fifteen years old. His feast day was set as June 15.


Over the centuries that followed, the cult of Saint Vitus spread across Europe. He became one of the Fourteen Holy Helpers — a group of saints invoked against various diseases and calamities. His particular portfolio included protection against epilepsy, chorea, and lightning strikes.


But Vitus was not a gentle saint. The medieval mind did not conceive of saints as purely benevolent figures. Saints were powerful, and power cut both ways. A saint who could cure could also curse. Vitus, in the popular imagination of the Rhineland, was regarded as a rather vengeful saint — one who would strike with the very afflictions he could heal if he felt his devotees had failed in their obligations. He gave, and he could take away.


The specific affliction associated with his curse was dancing. Epilepsy — one of the conditions Vitus was invoked against — involved involuntary movements, convulsions, the body acting against the will of the mind. Dancing, in its most extreme form, looked like epilepsy. The leap from "Saint Vitus cures involuntary movement" to "Saint Vitus causes involuntary movement when angered" was, in the logic of the time, not a leap at all but a straight line.


There was precedent. In the year 1278, two hundred people gathered on a bridge over the River Meuse at Maastricht and began to dance. They danced until the bridge collapsed beneath them, sending scores of bodies plunging into the river. Many drowned. But those who survived were carried to a nearby chapel dedicated to Saint Vitus, and there — before his altar, under his painted gaze — they were healed. The message was unmistakable: Saint Vitus had cursed them, and only Saint Vitus could lift the curse.


This was the belief that shaped the dancing plague of 1518 in ways that modern observers often fail to appreciate. The people of Strasbourg did not merely happen to dance. They danced because they believed that was what the curse of Saint Vitus made you do. The cultural template — the shared understanding that Vitus's wrath manifested as compulsive, uncontrollable dancing — provided the specific form that the affliction took. In a different culture, with different saints and different fears, the same underlying distress might have produced convulsions, or visions, or speaking in tongues. But in Strasbourg, in 1518, it produced dancing, because dancing was what Saint Vitus demanded.


This is the mechanism that the historian John Waller has identified as central to understanding the plague: belief shaped behavior. The dancers were not faking. Their suffering was genuine, their loss of control real. But the form of their loss of control was culturally determined. They had learned, from sermons and stories and the collective memory of events like the Maastricht bridge collapse, that when Saint Vitus cursed you, you danced. And so, when the terrors of 1518 became too much to bear, and the mind cracked under the weight of it all, the crack ran along the fault line that culture had prepared. They danced.


The Strasbourg city council, having exhausted its medical and legal options, now turned to the only authority that mattered. If Saint Vitus had cursed the city, then Saint Vitus must be persuaded to lift the curse. And that meant the afflicted must be brought before his shrine, to beg forgiveness, to make offerings, to submit themselves to the rituals that might appease the angry saint.


There was a shrine. It stood in a grotto near the town of Saverne, approximately thirty miles northwest of Strasbourg. The cave had been a place of pilgrimage for generations, a dark chamber in the rock face where a wooden carving of Saint Vitus stood in candlelit silence, receiving the prayers and coins of the faithful.


The wagons were prepared in the days following the August 3 ban. They were farm carts, mostly — flat-bedded vehicles with wooden sides, designed for hauling grain and livestock, now pressed into service as ambulances for the damned. Straw was laid down to cushion the thrashing bodies. Ropes were readied to secure the most violent dancers.


The journey from Strasbourg to the grotto near Saverne took three days. Three days through the rolling countryside of Alsace, through fields of wheat and rye that the dancers, in healthier times, might have helped to harvest. Three days along rutted roads that jolted the wagons and sent waves of pain through battered, exhausted bodies. Three days in the August heat, with flies buzzing around the wounds and the smell of unwashed, suffering humanity rising from the straw.


The wagons passed through villages where people came out to stare. Word of the plague had spread through the region, and the sight of the carts — with their cargo of twitching, moaning dancers — confirmed every rumor and fear. Villagers crossed themselves. Mothers pulled children indoors. Some people threw bread or water bottles into the passing wagons. Others simply watched in silence, grateful that the curse had not fallen on their town.


The drivers urged their horses forward. Behind them, in the jolting wagon beds, the dancers continued to move — legs kicking, arms waving, bodies arching against the ropes that held them. They had danced through the streets of Strasbourg, through the horse market and the fish market and the alleys near the cathedral. They had danced on stages built for them and on cobblestones worn smooth by centuries of ordinary feet. Now they danced on straw, in the backs of farm carts, on the road to a shrine where a wooden saint waited in the darkness to judge whether they deserved to be healed.


The wagons rolled on through the Alsatian countryside, carrying their wretched freight toward Saverne. Toward the grotto. Toward the red shoes.

 [image: Design for a painting of St. Vitus's Dance, from the Rijksmuseum]A design sketch depicting St. Vitus's Dance — the name given to the dancing mania that the people of Strasbourg believed was a curse from the vengeful saint.
 

Chapter Six
 The Red Shoes

 The grotto at Saverne announced itself through darkness. The entrance was a cleft in the mountainside, narrow enough that the wagons could not approach directly — the dancers had to be carried or half-dragged the final distance on foot, up a path worn smooth by generations of pilgrims. The air changed as one approached the cave mouth, cooling sharply, carrying the mineral scent of damp stone and the heavy sweetness of incense that had been burning for so long it had become part of the rock itself.


Inside, the grotto opened into a chamber perhaps twenty feet across and ten feet high, its ceiling black with centuries of candle smoke. Votive candles flickered in niches cut into the rock. And there, at the far end of the chamber, elevated on a stone shelf and flanked by guttering tapers, stood the wooden carving of Saint Vitus.


The figure was small — perhaps two feet tall — and dark with age, the features smoothed by time and the touch of countless supplicant hands. His hands were raised in blessing or warning — it was hard to tell which, and perhaps the ambiguity was the point. This was the saint who could heal and the saint who could curse, and the carved face gave nothing away.


The priests were waiting. More candles had been lit than usual. The incense burners swung slowly, filling the chamber with clouds of fragrant smoke. A low, droning chant echoed off the stone walls, Latin syllables blurring into a continuous hum that seemed to emanate from the rock itself.


The first dancers were brought in, supported by attendants, their feet still moving in the compulsive shuffle that had become their only mode of locomotion. Some had been dancing for a week or more. Their bodies were emaciated, their skin grey with exhaustion, their eyes sunk deep in their skulls.


Each dancer was brought before the wooden carving and made to kneel — or held in a position that approximated kneeling. The priest stood over them, speaking in Latin, the ancient, authoritative, sacred sound of the Church's language rolling over the afflicted like water over hot iron. Then came the holy water, sprinkled from an aspergillum, the droplets catching candlelight as they fell. Next, consecrated oil — chrism — was applied to each dancer's forehead, the priest tracing a cross on the skin.


But the most remarkable element of the ritual was still to come. The priests brought out shoes — pairs of small, carefully crafted shoes, dyed a deep, vivid red. They had been anointed with holy oil until the leather was soft and dark with it. Red shoes. The color of blood, of sacrifice, of the wounds of Christ and the martyrdom of saints.


One by one, the priests knelt before the afflicted dancers and placed the red shoes on their feet. This was an act of extraordinary intimacy and humility — the priest kneeling before the sufferer, handling feet that were blistered, bloody, cracked, and swollen. The red leather closed around their ruined feet like a benediction.


Each dancer was then required to make an offering — one pfennig, a small copper coin signifying submission to the saint's authority. Those who had no money were given coins by the attendants; the ritual demanded the gesture regardless of who had funded it. In return, each dancer received a small wooden cross and the red shoes they were already wearing — talismans charged with sacred power.


Then came the final element. The dancers, still wearing their new red shoes, were made to circle the grotto three times, passing before the wooden carving with each circuit. The circumambulation was slow and halting, but the priests insisted on it. The movement had to be deliberate, purposeful, chosen. This was not the compulsive, frenzied dancing that had brought them here. This was ritual movement, ordered and sacred.


For here, in the dim, incense-choked depths of a mountain grotto, something was being fundamentally renegotiated. The dancers had been trapped in movement they could not control. Now, in the shrine of the very saint they believed had cursed them, they were being asked to move again, but differently. To walk, not dance. To circle, not spin. To move with purpose, not in frenzy. The ritual was a reclamation — the dancers taking back their bodies from the curse, step by deliberate step, under the watchful carved eyes of Saint Vitus.


And it worked.


Not instantly, not for everyone, and not without setbacks. But in the days and weeks that followed the pilgrimages to Saverne, the dancing plague began to abate. Some stopped dancing within hours of the ritual. Others took days, the compulsion fading gradually like a fever breaking. By September 1518 — roughly two months after Frau Troffea had begun her solitary, desperate dance — the plague was over.


Why did it work? The dancers had believed they were cursed by Saint Vitus — and that belief, operating on minds already fractured by terror and deprivation, had produced real, involuntary physical symptoms. Now, the ritual at Saverne provided an equally powerful counter-belief: that the curse had been lifted, that the saint had been appeased, that the holy oil and holy water and red shoes and copper pfennigs had purchased forgiveness. The trance, which belief had induced, belief now dissolved.


This is not to say that the dancers were faking. The blisters were real. The broken bones were real. The deaths were real. But the engine driving the plague was psychological and cultural, not biological, and so the cure had to operate on the same level. Medicine had failed because there was no pathogen to kill. The ban on dancing had failed because you cannot legislate away a belief. But the ritual at the grotto succeeded because it met the dancers on their own terms and offered them a way out that their traumatized minds could accept.


The historian John Waller frames it this way: the dancers entered a dissociative trance state, their conscious minds overwhelmed by stress and fear, their bodies taken over by culturally scripted behavior. The cure worked because the ritual provided a script for stopping. The red shoes, the holy oil, the circling of the shrine — these were not magical. They were symbolic, and their symbolism was powerful precisely because the dancers and everyone around them shared the same system of belief.


Three centuries later, in 1845, Hans Christian Andersen published The Red Shoes. In the story, a vain girl named Karen receives cursed red shoes — once she puts them on, she cannot stop dancing. She dances through fields and forests, day and night, until she begs an executioner to chop off her feet.


Andersen almost certainly knew about the dancing plagues. His red shoes — cursed objects that force their wearer to dance until death or mutilation — are a direct echo of the red shoes placed on the feet of Strasbourg's dancers in the grotto at Saverne. But Andersen inverted the symbolism. In his story, the red shoes are the curse. In Strasbourg, the red shoes were the cure.


The red shoes of Strasbourg are gone now, dissolved by time and decay. No museum holds them. They exist only in the written record. But their ghost persists in Andersen's fairy tale, in the ballet that Andersen's story inspired, in every retelling of the motif of cursed dancing and enchanted shoes. The red shoes have become myth, which is perhaps what they always were — objects whose power resided not in their material substance but in what people believed about them.


By the end of September 1518, the streets of Strasbourg were quiet. The dancers had stopped. The wagons no longer made their grim three-day journey to Saverne. Life in the city resumed its pre-plague rhythms — the rhythms of the market, the cathedral bells, the seasonal cycles of planting and harvest that had governed Alsatian life for centuries.


But something had changed. The people of Strasbourg had seen what happened when the world became too terrible to bear — when famine and disease and poverty pressed down so hard that the mind broke under the weight and the body went haywire. They had loaded the afflicted into wagons and sent them to a cave in the mountains to be cured by a dead saint's carved image and a pair of red shoes. And it had worked, after a fashion, in the way that desperate measures sometimes work — not because they address the root cause, but because they give the suffering a shape, a narrative, a beginning and an end.


The dancing plague of 1518 was over. But the questions it raised — about the power of belief, the fragility of the mind, the ways that culture shapes even our most involuntary physical experiences — those questions were just beginning.

 [image: The Dancing Plague — La danse de saint Guy, circa 1600]An engraving of the dancing mania, showing the afflicted in the grip of a compulsion they could not control. The red shoes placed on their feet at the shrine of Saint Vitus were the only cure.
 

Chapter Seven
 Hot Blood and Laughing Veins

 In the autumn of 1526, eight years after the dancing plague had swept through Strasbourg, a short, restless man with a broad forehead and darting eyes arrived at the city gates. He traveled with a battered leather case stuffed with manuscripts, mineral samples, and glass vials of compounds whose names he alone seemed to know. His name was Theophrastus Philippus Aureolus Bombastus von Hohenheim, though the world would come to know him simply as Paracelsus. He was thirty-three years old, already notorious across the German-speaking lands as a physician who burned the textbooks of Galen and Avicenna in public bonfires.


The city he entered still bore the invisible scars of 1518. The older residents remembered it clearly. Paracelsus heard their accounts, examined whatever records the city council had preserved, and spoke with survivors who still flinched at the memory of their own uncontrollable limbs. Here was a disease that defied every category he knew.


Paracelsus would become the first physician to attempt a systematic explanation of the dancing plague. In his treatise on the diseases caused by excess imagination, he gave the phenomenon a name that would endure for centuries: choreomania, from the Greek choreia, meaning dance. With that single coinage, he dragged the dancing plague from the realm of the miraculous into the domain of medicine.


He proposed not one cause but three. The first he attributed to sin — certain individuals were seized by the compulsion to dance as a consequence of moral transgression, their bodies enacting a penance that their conscious minds refused to undertake.


The second cause was stranger. Paracelsus theorized "laughing veins" — venae risales — a network of vessels through which overheated blood could flow, producing an irresistible ticklish sensation. Extreme emotional distress could cause the blood to boil beyond its natural temperature, triggering spasms and compulsive movement. His proposed cure followed logically: the application of chemical compounds to the soles of the feet, the insides of the wrists, the hollows behind the knees, along with mineral baths designed to draw the heat from the laughing veins.


The third cause was the most radical. He attributed the dancing plague to the power of the human imagination — the capacity of the mind to produce real, physical effects in the body. A person who believed with sufficient intensity that they had been cursed to dance could actually compel their own limbs to move against their will. It was an insight that would not be fully appreciated for another four hundred years.


"They could not cease, though they begged for rest," Paracelsus wrote of the dancers. The sentence captures the sheer helplessness of the afflicted. Whatever the mechanism, human beings were trapped inside their own bodies, prisoners of a compulsion they could neither understand nor resist.


For more than four centuries after Paracelsus, the dancing plague remained a curiosity. Then, in the 1950s, the Swedish historian Eugene Louis Backman proposed a theory that would dominate the conversation for decades. Backman's explanation was elegant, scientific, and entirely wrong.


Backman pointed to ergot — specifically, Claviceps purpurea, a parasitic fungus that infects rye and other cereal grains. The fungus produces alkaloids, chief among them ergotamine, whose chemical structure is closely related to LSD. In sufficient doses, ergot alkaloids can produce vivid hallucinations, burning sensations in the extremities, and violent convulsions. The condition had been known for centuries as St. Anthony's Fire.


The theory had seductive logic. The lower Alsace region was prime rye-growing country, and the years preceding 1518 had been marked by the damp conditions in which ergot thrives. The poor of Strasbourg — the population most heavily affected — would have been most dependent on cheap rye bread. The ergot theory became the default explanation in popular histories and textbooks for half a century.


Then, in 2009, the medical historian John Waller published a paper in The Lancet that systematically dismantled Backman's theory. Waller identified at least four fatal problems.


First, ergot poisoning does not produce coordinated dancing. Ergotamine causes violent but random muscle spasms — the body jerking and seizing, not performing sustained, rhythmic movements. "It is unlikely that those poisoned by ergot could have danced for days at a time," Waller wrote. "Nor would so many people have reacted to its psychotropic chemicals in the same way."


Second, Waller noted the complete absence of gangrene in the historical accounts. Gangrene was the hallmark of severe ergotism. The chronicles of 1518 describe exhaustion, delirium, broken bones, and death — but not a single case of gangrenous tissue.


Third, the pattern of the outbreak was incompatible with food poisoning. Ergot contamination would produce simultaneous cases. But the dancing plague began with a single woman and spread gradually over weeks — a staggered, progressive pattern that looked like a contagion of a very different kind.


Fourth, rye was not universally consumed in Strasbourg. The city's grain supply was diverse, and the historical record showed no concentration of cases among those dependent on a single source of rye.


Other theories fared no better. Encephalitis lethargica, epilepsy, typhus — none of these conditions produce sustained, rhythmic dancing. The sociologist Robert Bartholomew proposed that the dancers were members of a heretical sect performing a forbidden ritual. But the evidence flatly contradicted it. The dancers wept. They screamed. They begged bystanders for help. Frau Troffea herself had to be physically restrained. These were not the actions of willing participants in a secret ceremony.


What was left when all the medical and sociological explanations had been stripped away? Paracelsus, writing in the 1520s, had stumbled closer to the truth than he perhaps realized. His third cause — the power of the imagination to produce real physical effects — anticipated the explanation that would eventually emerge from Waller's research. The dancing plague was not caused by a fungus, a virus, or a bacterium. It was something far more unsettling: a disease of belief itself, a contagion that spread through the terrified, desperate minds of people pushed beyond the limits of what the human psyche can endure.


But to understand how belief alone could seize the limbs of four hundred people and force them to dance until their hearts gave out, it was necessary to look beyond Strasbourg — beyond the sixteenth century entirely — to the strange, well-documented phenomenon that modern psychiatry calls mass psychogenic illness. And it was necessary to reckon with a question that Paracelsus, for all his genius, never thought to ask: not what made the people of Strasbourg dance, but why the dance took precisely the form it did.

 [image: Illustration from Hecker's The Dancing Mania, a Common Disease in the Middle Ages]An illustration from one of the foundational medical texts about the dancing plague, showing the phenomenon that baffled physicians for centuries.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Trance

 Picture a woman in the grip of something she cannot name. It is August 1518, and she has been dancing for two days. Her shoes disintegrated sometime during the first night, and her feet are swollen masses of blistered, bleeding flesh. She does not feel them. Her eyes are open but unfocused, her gaze directed at something the gathered crowd cannot see. When a neighbor calls her name, she does not respond. She is here, on this street in Strasbourg, and she is also somewhere else entirely — locked inside a state of consciousness that is neither sleep nor waking, neither madness nor sanity, but something in between.


This is a dissociative trance. And according to John Waller, the medical historian who has studied the dancing plague more carefully than anyone alive, it is the key to understanding everything that happened in Strasbourg in the summer of 1518.


His research culminated in a book, A Time to Dance, A Time to Die, published by Icon Books in 2008, followed by a landmark paper in The Lancet in 2009 titled "A forgotten plague: making sense of dancing mania." Together, these works transformed the scholarly understanding of the 1518 outbreak, replacing the discredited ergot theory with an explanation that was at once more complex and more convincing.


Mass psychogenic illness is not a single disease but a category — a family of conditions in which psychological distress produces real, observable physical symptoms that spread through a community via social suggestion. The people who develop symptoms are not faking, not performing, not choosing to be ill. Their bodies are responding to overwhelming psychological pressure by converting emotional pain into physical expression. The conversion is involuntary and entirely real.


Psychiatrists recognize two subtypes. Mass anxiety hysteria produces acute, short-lived episodes: fainting, hyperventilation, nausea. The second subtype, mass motor hysteria, is slower to develop, longer-lasting, and far more dramatic. It produces abnormal movements: tremors, convulsions, and — crucially — repetitive, rhythmic motion. It tends to emerge in communities under severe, prolonged stress, and can persist for weeks or months. The dancing plague matches the profile of mass motor hysteria with almost eerie precision.


But mass psychogenic illness alone does not explain why the people of Strasbourg danced. Psychological contagion can produce many forms of motor disturbance. Why dancing? This is where Waller's analysis becomes truly illuminating.


The answer lies in St. Vitus. For generations, the people of the upper Rhine region had lived with a specific folk belief: that the martyr St. Vitus had the power to curse sinners with a compulsion to dance. The belief provided what Waller calls a "template" — a culturally determined form that psychological distress could inhabit. When the minds of Strasbourg's citizens broke under the accumulated weight of years of suffering, the break expressed itself in the only shape that their cultural world made available. They danced because they believed, at the deepest and most involuntary level, that dancing was what happened when the saints grew angry.


"Victims acted according to the conventions of the St. Vitus myth," Waller wrote. The dancers were not consciously reenacting the myth. They were inhabited by it. The cultural template had sunk so deeply into the collective consciousness that it functioned as a script — instructions that the dissociating mind followed automatically. The woman dancing in the street was not thinking about St. Vitus. She was in a trance, and the trance had taken the form that her culture had prepared for it.


In a dissociative state, the normal integration of consciousness breaks down. The boundary between voluntary and involuntary action dissolves. Pain, exhaustion, hunger — the desperate signals of a body pushed beyond its limits — are suppressed or rerouted. The person in trance may appear to be performing complex motor actions, but their conscious mind is not directing those actions in the ordinary way.


This explains one of the most disturbing features of the outbreak: the dancers' apparent imperviousness to pain. Witnesses reported that afflicted individuals danced for days without food or water, until their feet were bloody ruins. Under normal circumstances, the pain alone would have been incapacitating. But in a dissociative trance, pain perception is pushed to the periphery of awareness. The dancers were not superhuman. They were dissociated. Their bodies were destroying themselves, and their conscious minds had been locked out of the process.


The environmental conditions in 1518 provided exactly the kind of prolonged, severe stress that mass motor hysteria requires. For three consecutive years, the region had been battered by crop failures, widespread famine, smallpox, syphilis, plague, floods, and brutally extreme seasons. The poor of Strasbourg had been ground down to the bone.


Psychological research has shown that extreme, prolonged stress fundamentally alters how the brain processes emotion and sensation. The threshold for dissociation drops. A population that has been starving, grieving, and terrified for three years is primed for dissociative episodes. All it needs is a spark.


Frau Troffea was the spark. Her dancing activated the cultural template of St. Vitus's curse in the minds of everyone who witnessed it. Fear — specifically, the fear of being cursed — became itself a vector of transmission. Each new case confirmed the supernatural explanation and amplified the terror. Each amplification lowered the threshold for the next dissociative episode. A devastating feedback loop was established.


The city council, unwittingly, poured fuel on this fire. By erecting stages, hiring musicians, and turning the affliction into a public spectacle, the authorities maximized the social visibility of the dancing and therefore its power of suggestion. Every citizen who watched the dancers on their stages was exposed to visual proof that St. Vitus's curse was real. The council believed it was providing a therapeutic outlet. In reality, it was creating the conditions for the plague's most explosive growth.


The theory gains additional force from modern parallels. Dissociative trance states have been documented in communities under extreme stress across the globe — in Brazil, Madagascar, Kenya, Malaysia, and dozens of other settings where prolonged hardship intersects with specific cultural beliefs about possession or curses. In each case, the trance takes the form that the local culture provides. In societies that believe in spirit possession, the dissociated person appears possessed. In Strasbourg, where the belief in St. Vitus's dancing curse was deeply embedded, the dissociated person danced.


"The human body carries the pain and trauma of upheaval," Waller observed. The dancers of Strasbourg were expressing, through the only language their culture had given them, a suffering so profound that it could no longer be contained within ordinary consciousness. Their bodies spoke what their minds could not.


And then, gradually, the dancing stopped. Not because the musicians grew tired or the stages were dismantled. The dancing stopped because the dancers were taken to the shrine of St. Vitus at Saverne, where they were given red shoes, anointed with holy oil, and walked around a wooden figure of the saint. The ritual addressed the root of the fear — the belief that they had been cursed — and neutralized it. Once the dancers felt the saint's anger had been appeased, the psychological engine driving the trance lost its power. The curse was lifted because the belief in the curse was lifted.


This is perhaps the most remarkable aspect of Waller's theory: it explains not only why the dancing started but why it stopped. A medical cause would not have responded to religious ritual. A heretical sect would not have sought forgiveness at a saint's shrine. Only a psychogenic explanation, rooted in culturally specific belief, can account for both the onset and the resolution. The dancing plague of 1518 was a disease of meaning. It arose from meaning, took its form from meaning, and was cured by meaning. The body danced because the mind believed it must. And the body stopped because the mind, at last, believed it could.


But Strasbourg was not the only city to have witnessed such a spectacle. Across the centuries and across the breadth of medieval Europe, other communities had been seized by the same bewildering compulsion — outbreaks that formed a scattered, haunting chain of evidence stretching back five hundred years before Frau Troffea ever set foot in the street.

 
 

Chapter Nine
 A Contagion Through the Centuries

 It was Christmas Eve, sometime between 1017 and the early 1020s — the sources do not agree on the precise year — and in the small Saxon village of Kölbigk, eighteen peasants gathered outside the church of St. Magnus. Snow lay thick on the ground. The church windows glowed with candlelight, and from within came the sound of the Christmas Mass. The eighteen men and women outside did not enter. Instead, they began to dance.


They danced in a ring around the churchyard, their feet stamping patterns in the snow. The parish priest, a man named Ruprecht, came to the door to demand silence. They ignored him. Enraged, Ruprecht pronounced a curse: that God would condemn them to dance without ceasing for an entire year. The story goes that his curse was fulfilled. For twelve months, the eighteen peasants danced in their circle, unable to stop, their feet wearing a trench into the frozen earth. When the year ended and they finally collapsed, several died. Others were left with a permanent tremor that stayed with them until their own deaths.


The story of the Kölbigk dancers is the earliest well-documented case of what would later be called choreomania, and it established a template that would recur across the next five centuries: ordinary people seized by an irresistible compulsion, a religious authority attempting and failing to intervene, and the attribution of the affliction to supernatural punishment.


Two centuries later, the phenomenon appeared again — this time involving children. In 1237, a large group of children began dancing in the streets of Erfurt, a prosperous city in Thuringia. They danced in a procession, moving southward along the road to Arnstadt, a journey of approximately twelve miles. They danced the entire distance. When they arrived, they collapsed from exhaustion. Several reportedly died in the days that followed.


The parallels to the legend of the Pied Piper of Hamelin are impossible to ignore. Scholars have long debated the origins of that legend, and the Erfurt incident has been cited as one possible historical kernel around which the story crystallized. Whether or not the connection is direct, the image is the same: children compelled by a force they cannot resist, following a path that leads away from safety.


The year 1278 brought an outbreak more dramatic still. Approximately two hundred people gathered on a bridge over the River Maas and began to dance. The bridge collapsed. Many drowned. Those who survived were carried to a nearby chapel dedicated to St. Vitus, where they recovered. It was one of the earliest recorded associations between St. Vitus and the cure of dancing mania.


But none of these earlier episodes prepared Europe for what happened in 1374. The Great Dancing Plague of that year was the largest and most terrifying outbreak before Strasbourg, unfolding against a backdrop of catastrophe that makes even 1518 seem modest.


In the autumn of 1374, the Rhine River rose thirty-four feet above its normal level — one of the worst floods in recorded European history. It inundated towns along the entire length of the river. Crops were destroyed. Wells were contaminated. The already weakened population — still recovering from the Black Death, which had killed a third of Europe's inhabitants within living memory — was pushed to the edge of despair.


It was in Aachen that the dancing began. Witnesses described the dancers as foaming at the mouth, their eyes rolling back, their bodies contorting. They screamed that they were tormented by visions — demons, rivers of blood, the faces of the dead. They danced until they fell, then rose and danced again.


From Aachen, the plague spread with terrifying speed along the Rhine to Cologne, into Flanders, south to Strasbourg, across into France and the Low Countries. Thousands were affected. The outbreaks in each city followed a similar pattern: initial cases, rapid spread, frantic attempts at containment, and eventual resolution through religious intervention.


The 1374 outbreak was called "St. John's Dance," after St. John the Baptist. The distinction between St. John's Dance and St. Vitus's Dance was largely regional, but the phenomenon was the same. People danced involuntarily, suffered terribly, and were cured, if at all, through religious penance.


Smaller outbreaks continued. In 1381, Augsburg reported dancing mania. In 1428, a Franciscan monk in Schaffhausen began to dance and could not stop. He danced for days until his heart gave out — one of the clearest documented cases of a single individual dancing himself to death. The same year, women in nearby Zurich were seized by the same compulsion.


South of the Alps, a related phenomenon was unfolding. In the Apulia region of southern Italy, people were afflicted with a compulsive need to dance that they attributed to the bite of the wolf spider Lycosa tarantula. The condition was called tarantism. Where the German dancers were tormented and begged for it to stop, the Italian tarantists sought out music and dance as a cure, believing vigorous dancing could expel the spider's venom.


Musicians in Taranto developed a repertoire of fast, rhythmic tunes for the tarantists. Over time, this music evolved into the tarantella — one of southern Italy's most recognizable folk dances, still performed today, its origins in medical crisis long since buried beneath centuries of cultural evolution.


But the spider theory was never convincing. The venom of Lycosa tarantula is essentially harmless to humans. Many supposed victims admitted they had never been bitten. The condition was most prevalent among women in unhappy marriages — a detail suggesting psychological rather than toxicological causes. Tarantism, like the northern European dancing plagues, was a culturally shaped expression of distress, with the spider's bite replacing the saint's curse as the template.


The geography of these outbreaks tells its own story. They were concentrated in the regions that suffered most from the overlapping catastrophes of the late medieval period. They were diseases of the desperate, the powerless, the people with no political voice and no economic security. And they were shaped, in every case, by specific cultural and religious beliefs. Where people believed in dancing curses, they danced. Where they believed in spider venom, they danced to music. The body obeyed the mind, and the mind obeyed the culture.


And then the phenomenon disappeared. The last major outbreak of choreomania in Europe occurred in the early seventeenth century. The dancing plagues ceased — not because the stresses of life diminished, but because the cultural conditions that had given them their form changed irreversibly. The Protestant Reformation rejected the veneration of saints, denied their power to curse or heal, and dismantled the shrines where the dancing sick had sought forgiveness. Without the belief in St. Vitus's curse, the curse could not operate. Without the cultural template, the trance could not take its characteristic form.


In Catholic southern Italy, tarantism persisted longer, but gradually faded as education and urbanization undermined the folk beliefs that sustained it. By the nineteenth century, tarantism was a curiosity documented by visiting anthropologists rather than experienced by suffering communities.


But the memory persisted. In Strasbourg, in the archives and the old streets and the shadow of the great cathedral, the summer of 1518 remained — a wound in the historical record, a story too strange to forget and too disturbing to fully explain. And in the centuries that followed, artists, writers, and scholars would return to it again and again, drawn by the same unanswerable question: what does it mean that the human body, pushed beyond its limits, chose to dance?

 [image: The Saint John's Dancers in Molenbeeck, 1592, by Pieter Brueghel II]Pieter Brueghel the Younger's vivid 1592 painting of the dancing mania — one of the few colour depictions of the phenomenon that swept medieval Europe.
 

Chapter Ten
 The Echo

 On a grey morning in late autumn, the streets of Strasbourg's Grande Ile are quiet. The half-timbered houses lean over the narrow lanes at their customary angles, their window boxes empty now. The Ill River slides beneath its bridges with the same dark patience it has always possessed, and the cathedral still rises above the rooftops exactly as it did in 1518, its single spire scratching at the low Alsatian sky. A tourist pauses on the Rue des Dentelles to photograph a bakery window. A tram glides silently along the Place Kleber.


Nothing in the modern city marks the place where Frau Troffea began to dance. No plaque commemorates the horse market where the stages were erected, no monument stands at the site of the guildhall where the council debated what to do with the afflicted. Strasbourg has survived the Thirty Years' War, the Franco-Prussian War, two World Wars, and the complicated politics of being a border city. The dancing plague of 1518 is just one layer in a deep archaeological record of human suffering and resilience.


And yet the plague endures — not in stone or bronze but in the more durable medium of the human imagination. Five hundred years after the last dancer collapsed, the events of 1518 continue to fascinate, disturb, and inspire. The story refuses to stay buried.


The scholarly foundation was laid by John Waller, whose 2008 book A Time to Dance, A Time to Die remains the definitive account. His 2009 paper in The Lancet, "A forgotten plague: making sense of dancing mania," brought the subject to the broader medical community, while a 2017 article in Dance Research explored the plague's intersection with the history of dance under the title "Divine Punishment or Disease?"


Waller built his work on six contemporaneous chronicle accounts — an unusually rich documentary record for a sixteenth-century medical event. These chronicles recorded dates, locations, the number of afflicted, the interventions attempted, and the words and behavior of the dancers themselves. Without them, the dancing plague would be nothing more than a half-remembered legend.


The visual record is sparser but no less powerful. In 1564, Pieter Bruegel the Elder produced a drawing depicting dancing figures being led toward a church. The figures stumble and sway, their faces contorted with an emotion that might be ecstasy or agony. In 1642, the Dutch engraver Hendrick Hondius created the image most commonly reproduced in modern accounts — three female dancers in frenzied motion, their hair wild, their expressions vacant, while musicians play with weary resignation behind them.


But it is in the twenty-first century that the dancing plague has experienced its most remarkable cultural revival. In 2020, the filmmaker Jonathan Glazer released Strasbourg 1518, a short film commissioned during the COVID-19 lockdowns. Glazer filmed dancers performing in empty London streets, drawing an explicit parallel between the dancing plague and the pandemic — both events in which invisible forces disrupted society and the body became a site of collective crisis.


In 2022, Florence Welch released the album Dance Fever, which included a track titled "Choreomania." The song drew directly on the history of 1518, using the dancing mania as a metaphor for the overwhelming compulsions of modern life — the compulsion to perform, to keep going even when the body begs for rest. Welch found in the dancing plague a mirror for her own struggles with anxiety and the physical toll of touring.


That same year, Kiran Millwood Hargrave published The Dance Tree, a literary novel set in Strasbourg during the plague. Hargrave's book was a meditation on the lives of women in the sixteenth century — their constrained choices, their bodies simultaneously revered and controlled. The dancing plague became a metaphor for female rebellion, the body's refusal to obey the rules imposed upon it.


In 2021, Gareth Brookes published The Dancing Plague with SelfMadeHero, a graphic novel rendered in an extraordinary mixed-media technique combining embroidery, pyrography, and linocut printing. Each page had the quality of a medieval artifact, collapsing the distance between the sixteenth century and the present.


The dancing plague has also entered the museum. Strasbourg has hosted exhibitions exploring 1518, including works at the Musee de l'Oeuvre Notre-Dame. In Bergamo, the GAMeC gallery placed the plague in dialogue with contemporary art about trauma and collective experience. In Lille, the FIESTA programme explored its cultural resonances through performance and installation.


The literary lineage runs deeper. Hans Christian Andersen's 1845 fairy tale "The Red Shoes" tells of a girl who puts on cursed red shoes and cannot stop dancing until she begs an executioner to cut off her feet. The imagery — the red shoes, the involuntary dance, the body as both vehicle and prison — resonates with 1518 so strongly that the connection seems deliberate. Red shoes were, after all, placed on the feet of the Strasbourg dancers at the shrine of St. Vitus.


What draws us back to this five-hundred-year-old catastrophe? The dancing plague killed dozens, not thousands. It lasted weeks, not years. It affected a single city, not a continent. And yet it persists in the imagination with a tenacity that outstrips its historical scale. Something about the image of ordinary people dancing against their will — dancing until their feet bled and their hearts failed — speaks to something deep and unresolved in the human experience.


Perhaps it is this: the dancing plague reveals, with terrible clarity, the degree to which the human body is subject to the human mind — and the degree to which the human mind is subject to the culture in which it is embedded. We like to believe that our bodies are our own, that our movements are voluntary, that the boundary between what we choose and what is done to us is inviolable. The dancers of Strasbourg shatter that belief. Their bodies were commandeered — not by a fungus or a virus or a demon, but by a confluence of terror, belief, and collective suggestion so powerful that it overrode the most basic functions of conscious control. They danced because their culture had given them no other language for the extremity of their pain.


And that is the enduring lesson of the plague. It is a reminder that the boundary between body and mind is not a wall but a membrane — permeable, flexible, and under sufficient pressure, capable of dissolving entirely. It is a reminder that culture shapes our experience at the most fundamental, physiological level — that the stories we tell about ourselves can become the reality we inhabit. And it is a reminder that collective trauma does not simply disappear. It lingers in the body. It expresses itself in movement, in compulsion, in the desperate gestures of people who have no other way to say what they need to say.


The cathedral still stands. The Ill still flows beneath its bridges. The streets of the Grande Ile are quiet on this autumn morning, and no one is dancing. But somewhere in the deep architecture of the human mind, the capacity for this particular kind of breaking remains — dormant, perhaps, but not extinct. We carry our pain in our bodies, just as they did. We are shaped by our beliefs, just as they were. And when the weight of the world becomes too great to bear, we too will find a way to move — to express, through the only language available to us, the things that words cannot contain.


In 1518, that language was the dance. And though the music has long since fallen silent, its echo has never entirely faded.

 [image: The Dancing Mania — Pilgrimage of the Epileptics to the Church at Molenbeek, 1564, by Pieter Bruegel the Elder]Pieter Bruegel the Elder's original 1564 drawing — the foundation for all subsequent depictions of the dancing plague. Five centuries later, the image still haunts.
 

Timeline

 1515–1517 — Three consecutive years of failed harvests devastate Strasbourg and the Alsace region. Famine, plague, syphilis, and floods push the population to the breaking point.

 October 1517 — Martin Luther nails his Ninety-Five Theses to the church door in Wittenberg. The resulting spiritual crisis reaches Strasbourg within weeks, shaking the foundations of Catholic authority.

 July 14, 1518 — Frau Troffea steps into a narrow street in Strasbourg and begins to dance. There is no music. She cannot stop. She dances for six consecutive days.

 July 20, 1518 — The Strasbourg city council formally notes the phenomenon. By now, 34 people are dancing involuntarily in the streets.

 Late July 1518 — City physicians diagnose "hot blood" and prescribe more dancing. The council builds wooden stages in the grain market (Kornmarkt) and horse market (Rossmarkt), hires musicians, and recruits professional dancers.

 Early August 1518 — The strategy backfires catastrophically. The public spectacle draws more dancers. At the peak, approximately 400 people are afflicted. Up to 15 people die per day from heart attacks, strokes, and exhaustion.

 August 3, 1518 — Sebastian Brant, chancellor of the city council and author of The Ship of Fools, records the council's reversal. Public dancing is banned until September 29. Music is restricted: only stringed instruments at private weddings, no tambourines or drums.

 August–September 1518 — The worst cases are transported by wagon on a three-day journey to the grotto shrine of Saint Vitus near Saverne, approximately 30 miles from Strasbourg. Priests perform a ritual cure: holy water, consecrated oil, and red shoes anointed with holy oil are placed on the dancers' feet.

 September 1518 — The dancing plague abates. The streets of Strasbourg fall silent.

 1526 — Paracelsus visits Strasbourg and becomes the first physician to systematically study the dancing plague. He coins the term "choreomania."

 1564 — Pieter Bruegel the Elder creates a drawing of the dancing mania, The Pilgrimage of the Epileptics to the Church at Molenbeek.

 1642 — Hendrik Hondius publishes his copper engraving based on Bruegel's drawing — it becomes the most iconic depiction of the dancing plague.

 2008 — John Waller publishes A Time to Dance, A Time to Die, the definitive modern study, arguing that mass psychogenic illness explains the plague.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Dancing Plague of 1518 is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.
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