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            Madnesses of the past are not petrified entities that can

            be plucked unchanged from their niches and placed

            under our modern microscopes. They appear, perhaps,

            more like jellyfish that collapse and dry up when they

            are removed from the ambient sea water.

            H.C. Erik Midelfort, Madness in sixteenth-century Germany

            
                

            

            To every thing there is a season, and a time to every

            purpose under the heaven:

            A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant,

            and a time to pluck up that which is planted;

            A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down,

            and a time to build up;

            A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn,

            and a time to dance …

            Chapter 3, Ecclesiastes xvi
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            The Dancing Plague

         

         14 July 1518

         Somewhere amid the narrow lanes, the congested wharves, the stables, workshops, forges and fairs of the medieval city of Strasbourg, Frau Troffea stepped outside and began to dance. So far as we can tell no music was playing and she showed no signs of joy as her skirts flew up around her rapidly moving legs. To the consternation of her husband, she went on dancing throughout the day. And as the shadows lengthened and the sun set behind the city’s half-timbered houses, it became clear that Frau Troffea simply could not stop. Only after many hours of crazed motion did she collapse from exhaustion. Bathed in sweat and with muscles twitching, she finally sank into a brief restorative sleep. Then, a few hours later, she resumed her solitary 2jig. Through much of the following day she went on, fatigue rendering her movements increasingly violent and erratic. Once again, exhaustion prevailed and a weary sleep took hold.

         On the third day Frau Troffea rose to bruised and bloody feet and returned to her dance. By now, one contemporary recorded, dozens of onlookers had gathered, drawn by the sheer oddness of this remorseless spectacle. Tradesmen, artisans, porters, hawkers, cripples and ragged beggars jostled with pilgrims, priests, monks and nuns, and proud members of the patriciate: nobles set apart by their jewels, demeanour and sumptuous robes, and the wealthier burghers sporting fur-trimmed gowns and expansive turbans of folded silk. They watched as Frau Troffea’s dance went on deep into the third day, her shoes now soaked with blood, sweat trickling down her careworn face. Speculations flew among the onlookers. We are told that some blamed restless spirits, demons that had infiltrated and commandeered her soul. Perhaps through sin, they said, she had weakened her ability to resist the Devil’s powers. But the crowd soon decided that this affliction had been sent from Heaven rather than Hell. Accordingly, after several days of violent exertion, Frau Troffea was bundled onto a wagon and transported to a shrine that lay a day’s ride away, high up in the Vosges Mountains. If the authorities imagined that divine rage had now been quelled, they were quickly disabused. 3
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         Within days, more than 30 people had taken to the streets, seized by the same urgent need to dance, hop and leap into the air. In houses, halls and public spaces, as fear paralysed the city and the members of Strasbourg’s privy council despaired, they danced with mindless intensity. Day and night they went on, in clogs, leather boots or barefoot, their limbs aching with fatigue, their heels bleeding copiously, probably some with sinews torn to the bone. By early August 1518, the epidemic had begun to spread at an alarming rate. The numbers of afflicted 4rose each passing day so that soon at least 100 citizens were dancing with crazed abandon. Within a month, according to one chronicle, as many as 400 people had experienced the madness. And some time in late July, just a week or more after Frau Troffea had started to dance, the epidemic had taken on a cruel new face. A manuscript chronicle held in the city’s archives tells of what happened next:

         
            
               There’s been a strange epidemic lately

               Going amongst the folk,

               So that many in their madness

               Began dancing,

               Which they kept up day and night,

               Without interruption,

               Until they fell unconscious.

               Many have died of it.

            

         

         Exactly how many fell dead we cannot know, though one chronicle suggests that (at least for a time) fifteen were dying each day as they danced in the punishing summer heat, seldom pausing to eat, drink or rest. Only in late August or early September 1518 did the epidemic finally subside, leaving many people bereaved and thousands more, in the city and beyond, fearful and bewildered. For over a month this terrible sickness had thrown into turmoil one of the largest cities of that sprawling collection of provinces and principalities known as the Holy Roman Empire. 5

         This book tells the story of the dancing plague and seeks to explain why hundreds of people lapsed into a state of frantic delirium lasting days or even weeks. In doing so, it draws on a wide range of historical records, the analyses of several modern historians and insights from the disciplines of anthropology, psychology and neuroscience. Even amid the other horrors of the early modern age, the events of this dreadful summer lived long in people’s minds. Strasbourg’s crazed dancers had acted out one of the oddest dramas in recorded history, and so bizarre had it been that details were carefully recorded, in Latin and High German, by scores of different writers. Local merchants, officials, preachers, even the architect who redesigned the city’s defensive fortifications, left behind descriptions of the dancing mania. A few of these chronicles were compiled during the period of the epidemic itself. Others were pieced together, 50 or more years later, from caches of manuscripts stored by the civil authorities and from conversations with those who’d been in their youth in the early 16th century. There are also municipal orders relating to the epidemic issued by city leaders, as well as sermons and the descriptions of leading physicians. Having survived in the city archives for generations, the originals of some of these accounts were destroyed by high explosives during the Franco-Prussian War of 1870. Fortunately, much of the material had already been copied or transcribed by local historians and antiquarians. 6And from these diverse manuscripts we can now create a fairly clear picture of the events that led to this terrifying plague.

         We owe the most detailed accounts of the epidemic to an irascible but brilliant alchemist and physician called Theophrastus von Hohenheim, better known as Paracelsus. He arrived in Strasbourg in November 1526 having spent much of the winter on the road, spurned by the elite physicians of other imperial towns as a medical heretic and suspected sorcerer. After passing through the Black Forest and across the Alsatian plain, he entered a city whose inhabitants were still trying to make sense of the bizarre horrors that had unfolded before them during the summer of 1518. Fiery preachers meanwhile reminded congregations of the dancing plague sent down by a wrathful Heaven to punish vile sinners. Paracelsus was fascinated. Self-proclaimed adept of the preternatural realm, whose mystical treatises were crowded with nymphs, demons, goblins, sprites and elves, he was determined to work out the meaning of this strangest of afflictions.

         The explanation for the dancing mania offered by Paracelsus bore his characteristic blend of scepticism, mysticism and misogyny. He blamed Frau Troffea for her own wretched state. Noisy, idle and vindictive, she’d started to dance to humiliate her pitiable spouse. Only later did an irresistible urge take possession of her mind and body. In a mystical treatise of 1532, Diseases that Rob 7Men of their Reason, Paracelsus dubbed her disease ‘chorea lasciva’ and its victims ‘choreomaniacs’. Those whose thoughts are ‘free, lewd and impertinent, full of lasciviousness and without fear or respect’ are liable, he said, to develop a ‘voluptuous urge to dance’. The ‘whores and scoundrels’ who succumb, Paracelsus went on, need to have their deviant imaginations tamed by being locked in ‘a dark, unpleasant place’ and fasted on ‘water and bread’. Alternatively, he added, they might fashion images of themselves in wax or resin, transfer their thoughts and images to the model and then cast it into a fire.

         In three books written during the decade following his arrival in Strasbourg, Paracelsus returned to the subject of the dancing madness. It’s just about possible, however, that he had heard of this mysterious sickness prior to arriving there. His father’s modest library high in the Swiss Alps contained a work by Johannes Trithemius, a German abbot and mystic, in which he described a terrible outbreak of dancing mania that spread across the Low Countries, Germany and north-eastern France in 1374. In fact, as many as seven bouts of uncontrollable dancing had occurred in various parts of western Europe prior to 1518.

         The first is said to have taken place in a Saxon town called Kölbigk in about 1017, when several people danced riotously in a graveyard until an affronted priest cursed them to dance for an entire year. Unfortunately, it’s not 8clear if the Kölbigk legend is a parable based on a true event, or parable alone. No less ambiguous is a Welsh chronicle entry for the year 1188. Its author, Giraldus Cambrensis, told of an annual religious ceremony that took place at St Almedha’s church in South Wales during which dozens of people danced and sang around a churchyard until they ‘fell to the ground’, whereupon they began to enact ‘whatever work they had unlawfully done on feast days’ – some pretended to be mending shoes, others to be drawing thread and another to be operating a loom. They worked ‘as in a trance’, while tunelessly singing popular songs. Although they were clearly engaged in a ritual, the strange behaviour of these Welsh Sabbath-breakers has tended to be ascribed to the same cause as that which triggered the dancing mania of 1518.

         German chronicles of around the same time speak of another apparent case of involuntary dancing. In the imperial town of Erfurt, during the year 1247, 100 or more children are supposed to have danced and hopped out of the town’s gates. Having reached a neighbouring settlement, they collapsed, sleeping by its walls and along the streets. The children were later found by their distraught and bemused parents; by then some of them were already dead and others were afflicted with tremors and fatigue for the rest of their lives. Some scholars argue that this story refers to a dancing plague. While the claim is unprovable, the detail about the survivors’ later 9symptoms does ring true. And it was only shortly after the Erfurt incident, in the year 1278, that about 200 people in Maastricht are said to have danced irreverently on a bridge over the River Moselle until, as a divine punishment, the structure collapsed and they perished in the turbulent waters below. This too has been interpreted as a case of compulsive dancing.

         Far exceeding all these outbreaks in scale was the late-14th-century epidemic mentioned by the monastic record of Abbot Trithemius and several other chroniclers. Beginning in the Rhineland in the summer of 1374, probably among pilgrims from the Empire’s northern provinces, it would eventually extend all the way from Aachen and Ghent in the north to Metz and Strasbourg in the south. For several months, small bands of wild dancers wandered from place to place, spreading the affliction to local people as if by contagion. Chroniclers tell of thousands of men and women dancing while screeching with pain, leaping into the air, running madly from place to place and calling on the mercy of God and the saints. Perhaps the oddest detail of the 1374 epidemic is the claim that if sheets were not tied tightly around the dancers’ waists, ‘they cried out, like lunatics, that they were dying’. The dancers were assumed to be possessed by demons; some sufferers even roared out the name of a devil they called ‘Friskes’. And while most appear to have recovered bodily control within ten days or so, many relapsed one or more times. In disorderly bands those 10who had only temporarily recovered their reason travelled to holy sites, losing themselves to trance and wild dancing on reaching their destinations. In one case, hundreds of those in a briefly lucid state converged on a lonely, derelict chapel not from the town of Trier. There they ‘built huts with leaves and branches from the nearby forest’ and then, ‘possessed by demons and greatly tormented by them’, they resumed their dances. The epidemic subsided by the end of the year, though it may have struck again in north-eastern France in 1375 and the imperial city of Augsburg in 1381. From Liège and Trier to Utrecht and Cologne, priests performed rituals of exorcism, screaming ancient incantations down the throats of the afflicted and immersing others up to their chins in blessed water.

         Of two far smaller dancing epidemics we also have records. The first took place in Zurich’s Water Church, so called for the bubbling spring water that pooled before its altar. The minutes taken at a meeting of local notables record that in 1418 several crazed women danced in the church, unable to stop, as a crowd of onlookers gathered around them. Another small group of mad dancers is mentioned in the ‘miracle book’ of the pilgrimage shrine of Eberhardsklausen, near the town of Trier, in an entry relating to 1463. In addition we know of several isolated cases during the 15th and 16th centuries, from Switzerland and the Holy Roman Empire, of choreomania gripping a single individual or an entire family. 11

         The Strasbourg dancing epidemic begun by Frau Troffea was the second largest of Europe’s dancing plagues. But as it occurred after the invention of the printing press and in a city with at least the beginnings of a formal bureaucracy, it’s far better documented and by a richer variety of sources than any of its predecessors. Indeed, of all the outbreaks of dancing mania, this is the only one that can be reconstructed in detail. It also occurred at a critical moment in European history, when the Holy Roman Empire was teetering on the edge of savage religious wars and peasant rebellion. But if this account concentrates on the events of 1518, the earlier outbreaks will provide useful insights into the enigma of Strasbourg’s dancing epidemic.

         The explanations for the dancing mania offered by Paracelsus and his contemporaries have not aged well. Nor have some more recent hypotheses. Several modern authors have sought a chemical or biological origin for these dancing epidemics, and the chief contender has been ergot, a mould that flourishes on the stalks of damp rye. Compounds produced by ergot can induce delusions, twitching and violent jerking. Millers in Alsace seem to have been aware of the risk, for the ends of the wooden pipes through which flour poured into waiting sacks bore horribly distorted faces, now believed to be reminders of the hallucinations that could ensue if the flour had been contaminated with ergot. These potent chemicals do not, however, allow for sustained dancing. Convulsions and 12delusions, yes; but not rhythmic movements lasting for days. And the agreement of chroniclers, physicians and clergymen is emphatic: the people danced. They may have hopped and leapt about too. There were no doubt also spasms and jerky movements, but witnesses in 1518, as in 1374, used the Germanic word tanz, meaning, unmistakably, ‘to dance’. There are two additional reasons to reject the ergotism hypothesis. First, it is simply not feasible for hundreds of people to have reacted in the same bizarre way to ergot poisoning. Second, while ergot can lead to delusions and spasmodic motion, it much more often causes restricted blood supply to the extremities, which in turn produces an awful burning sensation, gangrene and, often, an excruciating death. Crucially, there are no reports of what was called ‘St Anthony’s Fire’ from Strasbourg in 1518.

         Other authors have explained the dancing plague as a form of hysteria, a physical expression of psychological distress. This is a more plausible hypothesis but in itself it provides no reason for why those affected danced rather than, say, wept, shouted, fought, fasted, shook or prayed. This book argues that the epidemic of 1518 did indeed prey on people suffering from the most acute anguish and fear. It was a hysterical reaction. But it’s one that could only have occurred in a culture steeped in a particular kind of supernaturalism. The people of Strasbourg danced in their misery due to an unquestioning belief in 13the wrath of God and His holy saints: it was a pathological expression of desperation and pious fear.

         So to understand how Frau Troffea’s solitary dance came to engulf hundreds of people, we need to look at the vicissitudes of daily life in Strasbourg, at the traumas that belie Renaissance Europe’s reputation as a golden age of fine art and even finer feelings. For this was a world of terrifying uncertainty in which poor harvests triggered famine, devastating scourges such as plague, smallpox and the ‘English Sweat’ arrived suddenly to kill old and young, rich and poor, and remote communities regularly found themselves at the mercy of bloodthirsty bandits or foreign troops. This was the world, for many suffused with pain and dread, that inspired the nightmare canvasses of Hieronymus Bosch and the haunting image of ‘Christ as the Man of Sorrows’ by fellow German Albrecht Dürer. And it was a world so glutted with misery that nearly all ranks of society drank and danced whenever the opportunity arose, with the intensity of those in flight from an intolerable reality.

         At the same time we need to enter into the minds of a people who were hooked on a mystical form of piety. The inhabitants of the Empire in the early 1500s imagined their world to be the embodiment of cosmic conflicts between good and evil, God and the Devil. Church doctrine infused almost every activity with supernatural meaning. Several times a week, if not every day, people 14attended religious services rich in magical ritual, their nostrils filled with incense smoke and the air charged with Latin incantations. Observance of the Church calendar also set the rhythm of daily life, while saints’ days marked the different phases of the year. Artisans even timed such routine tasks as the dyeing of cloth according to how long it took to mutter a Hail Mary or a paternoster. And, amid the humdrum preoccupation of staying alive during the late medieval age, the period’s poor hung on keenly to the prospect of eternal bliss in the next life and did what they could to expiate their sins in ritual bouts of penance and prayer. It was in this fervently supernaturalist context that Frau Troffea, and then hundreds of her fellow citizens, succumbed to the dancing plague. As such, the story of the dancing mania takes us into a largely vanished world of arcane ritual, beliefs, practices and fears. It explores a staunchly religious culture in which people took for granted that Satan and his servants stalked the Earth and that God and the saints hurled down arrows of sickness and death.

         And yet this account of the crazed dancers of 1518 does more than tell of one of the most singular episodes in human history. It is also an exploration into the still relatively uncharted terrain of the human brain. In modern Western societies epidemics of dancing are virtually unimaginable. But the events of 1518 open a window onto some of the most extraordinary potentials of the human unconscious. Indeed, few episodes of mass 15hysteria come closer than the dancing plagues to defining the outer limits of what our minds can impel us to do in conditions of extreme distress. At the same time they draw our attention to the diverse ways in which psychic stress is articulated today. While the social and intellectual contexts have changed, the structures of our minds have not. So this book concludes by examining subsequent manifestations of the kinds of impulse that gave rise to the dancing manias of medieval and Renaissance Europe, including the writhing and blaspheming of ‘demonically possessed’ nuns, soldiers of the First World War rendered mute through fear, and men and women from all ages paralysed after traumatic psychological events. All these psychic phenomena remind us of the ineffable strangeness of the human brain. But none more so than the deadly dance that began in Strasbourg in the summer of 1518.

         We begin the story a quarter of a century before Frau Troffea was seized by a compulsion to dance. Reflecting on the traumas and the unbridled supernaturalism of these years allows us to comprehend why so many people, for whom tragedy and uncertainty were nothing new, spectacularly fell apart. Even in a period accustomed to sudden reversals of fortune, the decades preceding Frau Troffea’s dance were exceptional in their harshness. Famine, sickness and terrible cold blighted and ended thousands of lives in Strasbourg and its environs. At the same time, a succession of disastrous events, from the 16onset of syphilis to the remorseless conquests of the Ottoman Turk, convinced many that God had turned His fury upon the people of Alsace. Just as alarming, many more nursed the dreadful apprehension that most of their monks, nuns and priests were far too idle and corrupt to be able to restore God’s grace. From the last decade of the 15th century, the humble of Alsace showed an unprecedented restlessness, a new level of aggression, hostility and fear. Empty bellies, gaunt faces, crippling debts, a profound distrust of landlords and clerics, and imaginations vibrant with terrible visions of ghosts, demons, devils and vengeful saints sapped the confidence of the poor in their ability to weather life’s storms.

         This is a story of how a city’s people lost hope.
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            CHAPTER ONE
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            Signs of the Times

         

         The portents for the new century did not look good. Many said it would be the last before Armageddon. In 1492, the year in which Columbus made landfall in the Caribbean and the Spanish monarchs expelled the Jews from their domains, a huge, triangular meteorite appeared over the horizon. Its luminous tail, streaking diagonally across the sky, was observed by a young boy near the town of Ensisheim, not far upstream from Strasbourg. He watched it, seconds later, thud into a nearby field. Alerted by the boy, a crowd of villagers rushed to the scene. Peering into a scorched crater, farmers, artisans and field-hands debated its significance.

         To the people of late-medieval Europe things on Earth rarely happened by chance. Nearly every event had its origins in the supernatural. So when trying to find meaning 20 for the unexpected, savant and serf alike looked up to where they imagined Heaven to be: beyond the last of the crystalline spheres in which the planets were said to lie. Others looked to the stars and planets themselves. Unlucky alignments of planetary bodies were said to unleash floods, famines and plagues, and to determine the fates of empires and the course of individual lives. Many believed that God had created for everything on Earth an exact counterpart in the heavens; some even said there were as many fish in the sea as stars in the sky. And it was this symmetry between the earthly and the starry realms that allowed sages to prognosticate by working out future configurations of planets and constel lations. Nearly every royal court had an astrologer whose study of stellar motions informed the pursuit of war, statecraft and diplomacy. ‘By looking up I see downward’, summed up Tycho Brahe, Danish nobleman and astronomer.

         Yet comets, meteorites and asteroids implied a more direct, if coded, communication from God. And so, in the nearby city of Nuremberg, worried chroniclers specu lated as to what horrors and natural disasters the Ensisheim meteor portended. Did it foretell the death of a king, a barbarian invasion, a wave of pestilence, or bloody peasant revolt? Meanwhile, the talented young lawyer Sebastian Brant, born in Strasbourg but studying in Basel, was convinced that this was a divine message with a clear purpose: God was telling His people to halt their wretched sinning. 21
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         In December, Sebastian Brant wrote a broadsheet with a woodcut image of the Ensisheim meteor crashing into fields before the moat that encircled the town. Beneath lay Latin and German rhymes telling of God’s righteous anger at his wayward people. Christendom was steeped in vice, said Brant. Miserable sinners all, His children had forgotten both Christ’s sacrifice and the awful flames of Hell. As a result, God had allowed the Muslim armies of the Ottoman Turk to destroy the ancient Christian empire of Byzantium. For Brant the Turkish advance could only be interpreted as a punishment for collective sin. For how could anyone feel that God still loved humankind when He permitted the infidel to gnaw at the flanks of Christendom? And, while the Turks geared up for fresh onslaughts, the Empire’s princes feuded reck lessly with their new Emperor, Maximilian I, and the French king threatened to invade his lands. 22

         Brant begged the Emperor to restore faith and reason. Maximilian, partial to Brant’s analysis of worldly affairs, travelled to Ensisheim and had the giant fallen stone placed in a local church as a reminder of God’s wrath over the rank sinfulness of the times. He also reiterated his determination to mount and lead a Crusade against the Turk. But as the Sultan’s disciplined and battle-hardened soldiers conquered the eastern Mediterranean, others went to apocalyptic extremes. For some the awesome power of the Ottomans brought to mind the prophecies of the Book of Revelation. In paintings and woodcuts they appeared with sharp chins and narrowed, ferocious eyes, bent on Christian bloodshed. It seemed that Satan had been ‘loosed out of his prison’. ‘Gog and Magog’ had come bringing slaughter and ruin. The Beast waited in the wings.

         Brant anticipated further disasters and humiliations for Christendom, but did not yet foresee the end of the world. By their wickedness humans had forfeited God’s love and they’d have to mend their ways to restore it. Having completed his law degree, Brant now emerged as a leading humanist, dedicated to restoring purity to religion and Latin discourse. And, as he studied the morals of the clergy upon whose piety so many depended, he recoiled in disgust.
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         Back in Brant’s birthplace of Strasbourg, another humanist and scholar, Geiler von Kaysersberg, had spent the last decade upbraiding monks, nuns and priests for 23their vulgarity and worldliness. Geiler’s admirers dubbed him the ‘the Trumpet of Strasbourg Cathedral’ and came hundreds of miles to hear his oratory. The cathedral of Notre Dame, in which Geiler preached, soared magnificently over the city, its rose-coloured spire, façade and 24rose window intricate as lacework and replete with hundreds of statues of saints, sinners and devils. In the quiet coolness of the cathedral’s interior, sunlight streaming through towering stained glass windows dappled the floor and columns with colour. But if this was a place of great beauty, its resident canons were not always holy. And so, from a gorgeously carved stone pulpit, Geiler rebuked the clergy for setting the laity such a pitiful example. He did so with unfailing courage. His father had been killed while trying to protect villagers from a rampaging bear. Geiler showed the same brand of fearlessness in taking on the idle, whoring and rich-living clergy of the diocese, some of them scowling in the cathedral’s shadows as he reproached them for endangering the people’s souls. Not that he was always stern. Towards his congregation Geiler could be tender in the extreme. In fact, he had given up hearing confessions because he couldn’t bring himself to impose stiff penances on those who had committed serious sins.

         As Brant worried about the Ensisheim meteor in 1492, Geiler addressed a synod of the Strasbourg church on the issue of reform. Before a gathering of 600 clergymen, ranging from the highest-born canon to the humblest monk, he poured verbal vitriol. Monks and nuns were accused of fornicating and then murdering their bastard children; five child’s corpses, he said, had been found buried in one local cloister. Other monks and priests shamelessly took concubines. And nearly all had far 25greater appetites for meat, drink and sleep than for prayer or pastoral duties. Geiler reminded the clergy of their responsibility towards the laity and that hatred for the Church grew daily. Now, at last, Albrecht of Bavaria, Bishop of Strasbourg, gave him the go-ahead to undertake a tour of religious houses and remedy their abuses.

         Most of the clergy left the 1492 synod chastened but determined to resist. In most monasteries and nunneries, the asceticism of medieval founders had been long ago set aside. Gone were the beds of straw, the bland fare, the exacting regimes of song and prayer, and the abrasive, louse-infested hair shirts which, in constantly itching the skin and tearing open boils from infected pores, were meant to remind wearers of Christ’s agony on the cross. Many of the clergy, especially the canons and nuns, were the younger sons and daughters of nobles or wealthy burghers. They weren’t willing to forgo the rich tastes and styles they had acquired in growing up. And so canons and monks wore coiffured hair, daggers strapped to their belts and fashionable slippers; while nuns, who were meant to don habits of unfinished and undyed wool and to spend their days in silence or prayer, were to be seen visiting taverns wearing jewels, belts sparkling with gold and caps with ostrich feathers streaming behind. Rumours also spread far of them breaking their most intimate vows. A Dominican nun had recently been caught copulating with a hired workman. The abbess responded by locking the nunnery doors and banning 26males under 50 years of age from entering. This only excited gossip. After all, why would one need to imprison the sincerely chaste?

         Unfazed by the hostility of the clergy, in late 1492 Geiler set out on his tour of inspection. Within the city walls and beyond them, he found several monasteries and nunneries in which monks and nuns lived exemplary lives. Already several Dominican houses had restored the pious indignities of old. But in most monasteries he discovered sweetbreads, prime cuts of meat and the finest vintages of wine in the darkness of underground larders and cellars. Most abbots, with plenty to hide, refused him admittance. And the monks of one mon astery hinted darkly at murder when he tried to find evidence of bastards and concubines. Forced to abandon his mission, Geiler reflected that the bishop minded little: he preferred the income from levying fines against his errant monks to the ideal of clerical purity.

         Geiler’s campaign had enjoyed ardent support among the laity of Strasbourg. Many of them deeply resented clerical vice. The fact that the clergy were so often indolent and corrupt mattered to them because without honest clergy, their souls might not be purified by the sacraments. It mattered because if their souls ascended impure into the afterlife, they could expect to spend hundreds of years in Purgatory, the dismal antechamber to Heaven. And it mattered because souls uncleansed of sin might even be consigned to the everlasting torment 27of Hell. Thus, many pious citizens, both rich and poor, despised the clergy while fearing for their souls.

         Yet the tensions between Church and laity were as much political as spiritual. Until the mid-1200s the bishop of Strasbourg had ruled the city. Since then power had passed into the hands of an elite consisting of wealthy merchants and urban nobles who resented any efforts made by the bishop’s palace to reclaim its old influence in civic affairs. The laity of Strasbourg owed its ascendancy to the city’s geographical location. Lying alongside the mighty Rhine River, close to bridges and pontoons built by medieval engineers, Strasbourg commanded one of the Empire’s principal waterways. It also lay astride several ancient trading routes linking by road, from west to east, France with Poland and Bohemia and, from south to north, the Mediterranean with Europe’s colder northern provinces. As a result, the city had become a wealthy commercial centre, with tradesmen arriving daily from all parts of Europe. Merchants from Verona and Venice driving cart-loads of oils, spices, silk and rice, even figs and raisins from the Ottoman Empire, reached Strasbourg having negotiated treacherous Alpine passes. From upstream, in Switzerland, there arrived consignments of coal, wood, logs, furs, skins and leather, in square-prowed, flat-bottomed boats. Nuremberg to the east sent the forged instruments of war: swords, daggers, stirrups, horse bits and harquebuses. There were even carts laden with wool from the lush, lowland valleys of 28far-off England; as well as woven fabrics from Bruges, Brussels and Ypres; silks from Paris; ribbons from Rheims; gold from Lombardy; hemp, sugar and pepper from Antwerp; and from the Baltic and North Sea, kegs of salted cod and smoked herring. And in slim craft with jutting prows, propelled by long poles at the stern, local traders brought barrels of wine from the foothills of the Vosges Mountains for export to France, the Empire, even the court of Henry VIII. Its coffers filled by customs dues, the city resisted the worldly ambitions of the Church.

         In recent years hatred of the clergy among mer chants, traders and artisans had reached new levels. For despite living lives of opulent ease, most canons, monks and nuns paid hardly any of the taxes that oppressed the citizenry. This inspired contempt across social divides. Still less forgivable was their refusal to donate more than a token amount to help defray the huge costs of defending the city from attack. In 1475, with a threat of foreign invasion hanging over the city, the authorities had implored the clergy to assist in meeting the expense. Monasteries and chapters had refused with haughty disdain. The secular elites, deter mined to restrict the political authority of the Church, seized the opportunity to further blacken the reputation of the clergy.

         The humble looked upon the Church’s wealth with profound distaste as severe hunger took hold in late 1492. This was the third year in a row that crops had failed due to freezing winters and torrential rain. Peasants who had 29had to consume every sack of wheat, barley or rye now had to buy seed from lords and monasteries to sow for next year. In times like these they spoke with wistful relish, at the well, tavern and mill, of a fabled land they called Schlaraffia in which food grew without the need for toil and fried pigeons flew straight into one’s mouth. In private, and when tongues had been loosened by ale, some wondered if the sublime poverty of Christ was compatible with the worldly splendour of the Church. Others talked of a past golden age in which the rights of the poor had been respected and the priesthood cared lovingly for its flock.

         There were no landlords in the peasant utopia of Schlaraffia, for the poor of the region knew that the rapacity of lords, monasteries and chapters had deepened their plight. Agricultural prices had been falling for decades and, in order to shore up their incomes, many landlords had turned free peasants into bound serfs. Virtually everywhere they had imposed harsh new taxes and if a peasant or farmer failed to make his annual tithe payment to the monastery, convent or parish church, he was often excommunicated, condemned to live with the expectation of everlasting damnation. The victims of lords and clergy especially lamented the attacks on their ancient privileges. Across most of the Empire, peasants were now forbidden from grazing pigs on common pasture, from fishing in local pools and streams, and from entering the forests to gather timber for building and fuel, 30to hunt game, even to pick acorns or berries. Along the Rhine River in 1492, as hunger took hold, tensions rose.

         Word now spread of a proscribed book, covertly published by imperial printers, called The Reformation of Sigismund. It told of a simple priest who had come to the Empire to lead the poor against their oppressors. Its author lambasted priests for, among numerous other moral crimes, the sin of simony. Too many priests, he said, drew incomes from more than one parish and then paid half-educated lackeys a pittance to mumble through divine services in their absence. The Reformation of Sigismund thrilled thousands of Alsatian farmers and urban artisans with its talk of the holy slaughter of parasitic clergymen and greedy merchants.

         In Strasbourg itself, such eschatologies delighted a growing number of men who felt roughly treated by the city’s elite. The poorest denizens, hawkers, porters, beggars, street entertainers and farmers with smallholdings in the suburbs, struggled for every mouthful of bread and swig of wine. But the gravest threat to peace and order came from the hundreds of apprentices, journeymen and day labourers who toiled in workshops and kilns but were prevented by the city oligarchy from ever achieving the wealth and security of their masters. For these citizens, hard-working but out-of-pocket, decades of gruelling labour brought few rewards.

         The dismal harvest gathered in late summer 1492 ensured that the lower ranks of society entered the 31new year suffering badly. Food reserves were quickly exhausted. Famine gripped the lowland plains and high-country of Alsace. And some freethinkers talked with a new conviction of a divine right to resist oppression. In early 1493 adventurous and angry young men, recruited among the fields, gardens and vineyards around Strasbourg, plotted bloody revenge. The deadlines for the payments of rents and taxes were looming and many of these men, unable to pay up, faced the imminent prospect of homelessness and excommunication. They called their movement a Bundschuh in reference to the symbolic working man’s boot which they planned to tie to a pole and hold aloft before their army. In March the conspirators gathered on a desolate hill where they swore an oath of secrecy. Just a few days later one of them reneged on his fellow rebels. They were swiftly rounded up. Most were hanged or beheaded. Yet while it was a strategic failure, the attempted Bundschuh of 1493 marked a new escalation in rural violence.

         In Strasbourg the magistrates were disturbed by copious signs of divine anger and civil unrest, so they set about overhauling the city’s morals. They passed regulations restricting prostitutes to certain areas and prohibiting them from soliciting after nightfall. And so they couldn’t be mistaken for godly women, prostitutes were barred from wearing fur or jewels. The privy council tackled gambling next, confining the players of cards and dice to the gambling den. 32

         But the pursuit of pleasure, an ecstatic, immoderate counterpoint to the hardships and uncertainties of daily life, went on. The local humanist, Jacques Wimpheling, railed against those who marked saints’ days by rolling barrels of beer into the cathedral’s chapels, dispensing it to the impious and prodding them out of their stupors when they collapsed, so that they could drink yet more. The high point of revelry was always the Lenten carnival. For several days before Lent, peasants and artisans who had spent what little they had on brightly coloured stockings, impressive buckles, even lace shirts, indulged in days of hedonism. They danced around bonfires, watched raucous plays, drank freely, gorged themselves on roasted meat and dressed as popes, bishops, Turks, fools, devils and beasts. In a spirit of carefree topsy-turvydom, peasants were crowned as Kings or Abbots of Misrule and merchants and lords sometimes came disguised as serfs. Lewdness and gluttony prevailed, while beer, exuberance and resurfacing resentments frequently spilled over into raw violence. Revellers fought with fists, sticks and rocks, and they tortured the defenceless: Jews, dogs, cats and fowl.

         The rest of the year offered more secretive or sedate forms of escape. Weddings, funerals, baptisms and the induction of new priests entailed drinking, music and dancing. Even monasteries and convents, to Geiler’s disgust, hosted dances. And amid the sleazy humidity of 33the city’s bathhouses, patrons of both sexes stripped to share baths, food, drink and, for the amorous, discreetly curtained beds. The moralists fumed, but such entertainments were analgesics for those with few consolations and weighed down with dread and bitter memories. During moments of intimate intensity or days of drunken abandon, the cares of life briefly lifted. Intoxication gave a welcome release; insensate excesses for increasingly painful times.

         Not that everyone indulged. In 1493, Sebastian Brant lent his weight to the crusade against vice by publishing his Ship of Fools, an unsparing satirical attack on the weak, hedonistic and impious. Brant imagined a ship laden with fools and manned by fools on a journey towards a fool’s paradise. There were 112 species of fool in his taxonomy each of which was mocked in woodcut and verse. Priests and monks came in for plenty of crowd-pleasing abuse. Brant damned monks as ‘incompetent monkeys’ who entered monasteries just ‘to eat their fill’. Written in German and produced in large quantities from the printing presses of Basel, Ship of Fools quickly became a bestseller. But Brant had a serious point to make: most humans, including clergymen, were going to burn in Hell for their folly.

         Divine judgment couldn’t always wait. The grain har vests in 1494 were an improvement, relieving some of the agonies of the previous three years. But a novel 34and terri ble sign of God’s displeasure was soon to descend: syphilis would badly shake the confidence of Christendom.

         It was carried to Strasbourg by mercenary pike men returning from the wars in Italy, where they had come into contact with Spanish troops and the prostitutes who laundered their clothes and provided more intimate comforts. In early 1495, the executive head of the city, called the Ammeister, spoke of a ‘bad pox’ – something new and awful. Victims complained first of agonising pain in their joints which made sleep all but impossible. Soon after, the genitals, legs, face and flanks became rancid with blisters, pustules and ulcers. Geiler, from his pulpit, spoke of ‘mouths covered with pustules, the same in their private parts, arms and legs and their entire bodies’. And as the eruptions turned from red to black, flesh began to fall away. ‘It ate away the nose and half the face’, recalled one; pustules and ulcers ‘gnawed away as far as the marrow’. All shrank from the wretched sufferers, their skin and weeping wounds exciting horror and revulsion. Even lepers, pariahs of the age, refused contact with them, for their ‘putrefaction stank and [it was] a most awful filth’.

         The citizens argued doggedly over the origins of what came to be called the ‘French Disease’. Lorenz Fries, a local physician, put it down to a conjunction of Jupiter, Mars, the Sun and Mercury in the eighth house of the heavens. But most agreed with the humanist Wimpheling: 35 syphilis was a carnal scourge. Beginning with blistered penises and vulvas, it obviously arose from venery. Syphilis was the flagellum Dei, God’s whip, a stark warning about the sinfulness of adultery and fornication. In full accord, Brant issued a broadsheet depicting the Christ child, cradled by his mother, hurling down shafts of disease upon a group of sinners, their skin riddled with foul sores, one of them already prostrate and dying. In sending this new affliction, God appeared to speak plainly. And in the weeks that followed the first appearance of excrescences on the legs and faces of the Strasbourgeois, public processions were held to beg for divine mercy, the air filled with incense and the murmur of plaintive prayers.

         Meanwhile, from a still-unappeased God there continued to pour forth cryptic messages. In 1495 Brant wrote another broadsheet about conjoined twins, baby boys fused at the forehead, born in a small village on the Rhine south of Strasbourg. Shortly after he issued another, this one accompanied by an Albrecht Dürer engraving showing the ‘Sow of Landser’, a bizarrely misshapen pig with two extra legs in the rear and another pair projecting from its back. For Brant this was yet another coded exhortation for Christians to wage war on the Ottoman Turk, a duty made all the more pressing by the Turkish navy having recently sunk dozens of Venetian galleys and captured several Mediterranean islands. 36

         
            
[image: ]From the title page of Sebastian Brant’s 1496 pamphlet on syphilis.

            

         

         With each successive portent, Brant’s readers were becoming ever more horrified. Then the evil signs came to a halt. For four years mild winters followed by temperate summers brought healthy harvests of wine and grain. Wheat prices fell to half of what they had been just a few years before and even Brant failed to see alarming portents in the skies, cribs or barns of Alsace. The relative plenty of these years quenched some of the rage that had sparked the failed revolt of 1493.

         Yet life had not returned to a benign normality. In the preceding years, a sharply discordant note had entered the rhythm of daily existence. Many among the lowest, or third, estate were by now convinced that monks, nuns and lords had broken the sacred ties that were said once 37to have bound master and man together in mutual affection. Lords and clergy, unwilling to give up their luxuries in those arduous times, had oppressed the poor with a new and often savage contempt. Amid the poorer, filthier and more diseased quarters of Strasbourg, signs of disquiet persisted. Wealthy masters incited bitterness among their poorer brethren, apprentices and journeymen. The well-heeled, rich-living members of the clergy still inspired disgust among the many who feared for their souls. The waves of mass suffering had calmed and thoughts of rebellion subsided, but beneath the surface there churned a maelstrom of popular discontent.

         This was the disturbed world in which Frau Troffea was coming of age. 38
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