The Dancing Plague of 1518 - Historical Report

1. Introduction

The Dancing Plague of 1518 is one of the most enigmatic and disturbing events in early modern European
history. It took place in Strasbourg, a city within the Holy Roman Empire (modern-day France), during the
summer of 1518. Eyewitnesses and historical records describe a mass outbreak of uncontrollable dancing in
which many people collapsed from exhaustion, and some reportedly died. This documentation explores the
event in detail, analyzing historical context, eyewitness accounts, medical and religious interpretations, as

well as modern theories and legacy.

2. Historical Context of 16th Century Strasbourg

In the early 1500s, Strasbourg was a thriving cultural and economic hub. However, the city was also plagued
by hardship. Europe was recovering from multiple waves of the bubonic plague, and the Little Ice Age caused
widespread famine due to crop failures. Religious tension was growing due to the Protestant Reformation,
and superstitions influenced everyday life. These societal pressures created a fertile ground for psychological

distress.

3. The Outbreak Begins

On July 14, 1518, a woman known as Frau Troffea began to dance feverishly in the streets of Strasbourg.
Her movements were not celebratory but appeared involuntary. She continued for nearly six days without
rest. Within a week, 30 more people had joined her. By the end of the month, as many as 400 people were

dancing uncontrollably in various parts of the city.
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4. Medical Explanations and Responses

Local physicians examined the dancers and diagnosed the cause as 'hot blood." Following the theory of
humoral imbalance, they recommended more dancing as a form of treatment. Musicians were hired, a stage
was built, and public halls were cleared for dancing. However, the continued stimulation worsened the

condition, leading to numerous injuries and even deaths.

5. Religious Interpretations

Many religious figures saw the plague as divine punishment, possibly from Saint Vitus, the patron saint of
dancers and epileptics. Victims were eventually transported to a shrine dedicated to the saint in Saverne.
There, rituals and prayers were performed to cleanse them of their affliction. These spiritual practices

seemed to coincide with the eventual decline of the outbreak.

6. Theories: Ergotism

One theory suggests that ergotism caused the dancing. Ergot is a mold that grows on damp rye and
produces hallucinations similar to LSD. Symptoms include muscle spasms, seizures, and delirium. This
explanation is controversial, as ergotism also causes gangrene, which was not reported in Strasbourg at the

time.

7. Theories: Mass Psychogenic lliness

Another theory is that the event was a case of mass psychogenic illness (MPI), also known as mass hysteria.
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This condition arises under extreme psychological stress and affects groups of people who share a belief

system. Given the climate of famine, disease, and fear in Strasbourg, MPI is a compelling explanation.

8. Contemporary Accounts and Records

The event is documented in numerous sources, including physician notes, council records, and local
chronicles. Notable chroniclers include Theodore Scribonius and the Strasbourg Cathedral canon. These

documents describe not only the event but also the citys reaction and evolving interpretations over time.

9. Attempts at Containment and Recovery

By August 26, 1518, the city council changed tactics. Music and public dancing were banned. Victims were
escorted to a mountain shrine where they underwent religious rituals. These efforts aligned with a decrease

in new cases, though it's unclear if the decline was due to intervention or natural resolution.

10. Death Toll and Aftermath

Exact numbers are unknown, but reports suggest dozens died from exhaustion, stroke, or heart attack. The
event left the city traumatized and baffled. Authorities became more cautious about how they interpreted and

responded to similar incidents in the future.

11. Cultural and Psychological Legacy

The Dancing Plague remains a symbol of the fragility of the human mind under social and environmental

Page 3



The Dancing Plague of 1518 - Historical Report

pressure. It is studied in psychology, history, and sociology, and continues to inspire novels, plays, and

documentaries. It challenges the boundaries between physiological illness and cultural response.

12. Modern Relevance

Modern parallels include other forms of MPI, such as laughter epidemics and fainting spells in schools. These
incidents often arise in stressful, high-control environments and highlight the need for understanding mental

health, social stress, and collective behavior in both historical and modern contexts.

13. Historiographical Analysis

Historians debate the authenticity and scope of the event. Some argue that exaggeration or mythologizing
may have occurred. Others defend the events validity due to the consistency of contemporary reports.

Ongoing research in interdisciplinary fields continues to uncover insights.

14. Conclusion

The Dancing Plague of 1518 is a complex historical phenomenon that defies simple explanation. It blends
elements of physical, psychological, social, and religious dimensions. Whether seen as a literal outbreak or a
metaphor for mass suffering, it serves as a powerful reminder of how deeply the human condition is tied to its

context.
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