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Every Whit Tuesday, a dancing procession takes place in the 
streets of the Luxembourgian town Echternach. In 2010 the event was 
inscribed on UNESCO’s Representative List of the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity as the Hopping procession of Echternach. In 
lines of five people, which are connected with each other by holding 
white handkerchiefs, its present-day participants slowly proceed by 
hopping from their left on their right foot and the other way around—
more complex hopping patterns have by now been abandoned. This 
hopping procession is strongly related to the medieval St. John’s and St. 
Vitus’s dance. It is the detected paradigmatic status of Justus Friedrich 
Carl Hecker’s (1795-1850) account on St. Vitus’s dance in scholarly 
understandings of so-called choreomanias (dance manias, dancing 
disease), which forms the starting point of Kélina Gotman’s analysis 
in Choreomania. Dance and Disorder (2018) on ideas about dance—
specifically ‘choreographies of unrest’—in medical and eventually 
colonial and social scientific discourses.1 

 There is no consensus among scholars on what choreomanias 
are and how they emerge(d). According to Gotman, choreomania is 
generally understood to differ from chorea, which ‘signals meaningless 
gesture’, for it being the ‘dizzying epidemic eruption of meaningless 
gesture and bodily dislocation reproducing itself’ (p. 308). Different from 
Hecker and many others, who first and foremost linked the medieval 

1 Cf. Justus Friedrich Carl Hecker, Die Tanzwuth, eine Volkskrankheit im Mittelalter (Berlin: T.C.F. Enslin, 
1832).
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dance manias to a combination of psychological disorders and 
physical discomforts like epilepsy, ergotism, and ‘hot blood’, the author 
underlines their theatrical characteristics. She hereby puts emphasis on 
the Black Death, which only two decades before the heyday of St. Vitus’s 
Dance in 1374/5 had reached its peak. Here, the dancing is perceived as 
a way to counter the bleakness of the times in which Europe lost up to 
60%—estimates differ greatly—of its total population. Explicitly pointing 
at the possibility that she is wrong, Gotman links complaints of dancers 
on internal pains, as to be the found in the fourteenth-century Cronica 
quorundam Romanorum regum ac imperatorum (Chronicle of Early 
Roman Kings and Emperors) to famine and malnutrition. This might 
indeed be the explanation for the range of known cases in which the 
bodies of the dancers could not cope with the inability to stop dancing. 
In this view, the transition from initial enthusiasm to unmitigated ecstasy 
had fatal consequences. Despite the—perhaps accidentally—fact that 
a range of medieval dancing manias took place in mid-June, in the 
run-up to St. John’s Day (Midsummer), in modern understandings the 
dancing subjects became broadly perceived not as pilgrims, but mainly 
as people suffering from diseases, epidemics, disorders, plagues, etc. 

 It is here that Michel Foucault’s writings come to the fore, 
and this for two main reasons. Firstly, Gotman’s approach is highly 
related to Foucault’s genealogy. Above all she attempts to trace ‘a 
discursive history of ideas about dance—specifically, the dancing 
disease’ (p. 1). The author uses the term choreozones in her description 
of continuities and shifts—‘the moving archive’ (p. 3)—in analyses 
of choreomanias. With reference to Gilles Deleuze’s reading of 
Foucault, she thereby underlines that this ‘history of disciplines’ is itself 
‘choreography’, a rhizomatic and topological one.2 Secondly, Gotman 
convincingly stipulates the connection between especially nineteenth-
century scholarly accounts on choreomanias and Foucault’s works on 
madness, discipline, and biopower. In the first chapter, she discusses 
Hecker’s Die Tanzwuth (1832), which in her view forms ‘the epicentre 
of choreomania’s nineteenth- and twentieth-century formation’ (p. 20). 
In a Foucaultian manner, she thereby emphasises to aim at examining 

2 Cf. Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (Paris: Les Éditions de Minuit, 1986).
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‘the discursive and institutional history—the affiliations and the fictions—
informing Hecker’s work’ (p. 25). Gotman is thus less interested in this 
German medical writer and his (scholarly) biography as such, than in 
choreomania’s ‘translatio’ from the realm of demonic possession into 
medical and physiological discourse in the early nineteenth century, 
which is characterised by Die Tanzwuth and its aftermath. 

According to Gotman, it is a whole set of (institutional) circumstances 
through which choreomania via Hecker’s work becomes ‘a disorder of 
epidemic proportions’ (p. 33). This ‘migration of intellectual gestures [...] 
across discursive terrains’ (p. 13) is linked to the new nationalisms of 
the nineteenth century and the notion of the body politic. As the author 
shows, the opinion that ‘disorderly’ dance—female and queer ‘too 
muchness’ (p. 91)—in public space had to be understood as a deviant 
phenomenon, became widespread. Although Gotman does not focus 
on economic logic, she underlines multiple times that ‘wild dancing’ 
was perceived as invaluable in modern capitalist bourgeois societies. 
Surprisingly enough, a corresponding explicit analysis on how on the 
one hand nineteenth- and early twentieth-century medical discourses 
on choreomania and on the other eugenics relate to one another, is 
lacking. 

The author states that Orientalist practices as discussed by 
Edward Said and the writings on ‘choreomanias’ that are the topic 
of her book, share a fascination for that which allegedly preceded 
the modern Western societies. In the first part she underlines that in 
Hecker’s account(s), choreomania is both ancient and recurring in 
present times. It is here that dance comes to be seen ‘as origin’, as ‘that 
which phantasmatically constitutes the modern rational self’s other, 
prior, beastly self’ (p. 41). This especially comes to the fore in chapter 
10 on Ghost Dancing by Sioux and other Native Americans in the late 
nineteenth century. Through anti-dance policies, government agents 
not only marked a line between themselves and the dancers, but 
also between themselves and their pasts; natives were imagined as 
‘primitive ancestors of the whites’. Following this, the Ghost Dance was 
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suppressed in order to eradicate the whites’ ‘own ancient histories and 
thus enter full throttle into modernity’ (p. 225). 

Gotman links the stances by the American government officials to 
Hecker’s account and the in chapter 6 described problematisation of 
the ‘hysterical’ body during the nineteenth century, with neurologists 
as prominent actors. In her reading of the works of the influential 
French neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot, she puts emphasis on his 
understanding of his patients’ behaviour in the Hôpital de la Salpêtrière 
as them reproducing figures from the past. Henri Meige, a student of 
Charcot, is deemed responsible for another ‘translatio’ in nineteenth-
century neurology with far-reaching consequences when it comes 
to thinking on choreomanias: the passage from clinical research to 
fieldwork. It is this introduction of anthropological and ethnographic 
methods that keeps the concept choreomania in motion. Related to 
this shift, for Gotman it is here that science becomes theatre as such, 
‘performing a return, with difference (‘again and again’), to the past’ 
(p. 146).

The aforementioned exclusion of the ideas of Francis Galton and his 
peers on eugenics is above all startling taking the second major aspect 
of Gotman’s claims into consideration. Next to Foucault, Said has been 
of major influence on her account on choreomanias. It is with explicit 
reference to Said’s thinking on Orientalism that Gotman in the second 
part of the book—‘Colonial and postcolonial stages: scenes of ferment 
in the field’— shifts the focus from European choreomanias to those 
in (post)colonial spaces. The difference between the orderly Self and 
the disorderly Other was (and is) in these cases underlined by a clear 
geographical distance. Especially in the nineteenth century, the ‘civilised’ 
colonisers and social scientists hand in hand were intrigued by black 
‘animal’ dances, which were seen as a means through which colonial 
power was defied. Particularly their mobilising (‘epidemic’) potential 
was feared. In chapter 7, Gotman discusses accounts on the Southern 
Italian tarantella, a dance with links to tarantism; ‘hysteric’ behaviour, 
which in popular belief results from a bite of the Lycosa tarantula. 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s phrase ‘Sicily implies Asia and Africa’ 
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characterises Gotman’s reading of comparative accounts focussing on 
surmised relations between the tarantella and dances across Africa. 
Both stylistically and as regards content, the choice for taking this case 
to lead the transition from choreomanias on the European continent to 
examples in Africa, the Americas, and the South Seas—cases in Asia are 
not discussed in detail—is convincing. Nineteenth-century analyses of 
the tarantella often include ‘Orientalist fantasies about the Italian South’ 
(p. 174).

In the following chapters, Gotman discusses a range of cases in 
Madagascar, Brazil, the American West, and Papua New Guinea. All of 
them have often been interpreted as ‘epidemic’ cases of revolt, which 
challenged (colonial) power relations. For instance those who danced 
the imanenjana in Madagascar, were compared to the fourteenth-
century Europeans, who were the topic of enquiry in Hecker’s account. 
Alleged outlets of revolt were seen as results of neurological disorders 
and repressed. According to Gotman, the harsh measurements of 
Brazil’s government against Antônio Conselheiro and his followers in 
the late nineteenth century, which resulted in the death of over fifteen 
thousand of them, were linked with widespread thought on ecstatic 
social upheaval. It was Conselheiro’s contemporary Raimundo Nina-
Rodrigues, a psychiatrist and anthropologist, who characterised the 
behaviour of the spiritual leader’s supporters as epidemic madness. 
All discussed examples of ‘epidemic’ dancing share that they were 
interpreted as forming a haunting threat for Europeans, as well by 
African and South-American interpreters influenced by European 
neurologists. As the author claims, ‘[t]he extended spheres of influence 
of the Salpêtrière thus came to be felt as far away as Madagascar and 
Brazil’ (p. 222), which entailed far-reaching repercussions. She adds that 
especially in the twentieth century, acts of mimesis and countermimesis 
have eventually resulted in a foremost ambivalent reception of all 
bodily movement.

Following Gotman, we are forced to deal with the consequences of 
such an order of disorder as well in the present. Her aim to write a history 
of the present on theories on dancing manias has led her to decide to 
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include both twentieth-century dances as well as the as ‘refugee crisis’ 
termed increase of the number of newcomers to particularly member 
states of the European Union in 2015. For the author, harsh border 
regimes and disciplining accounts on ecstatic (‘hyperkinetic’) dances 
are highly related. Although this is a valid point, she refrains from 
stressing the obvious differences between the two. Artistic (theatrical) 
outlets include many human actions, but the decision to leave the place 
were one has spent most of her / his life, is usually not one of them. It 
is therefore a somewhat grotesque move Gotman makes. An explicit 
refusal of a ‘neat disciplinary alignment’ (p. 299) is often out of place 
and therefore an aspect of Foucaultian reasoning, which needs to be 
applied with care. Especially considering the only briefly discussed 
newer cases disco, hip hop and techno—both as music styles as such 
and in the sense of people dancing on them—Choreomania. Dance and 
Disorder would have benefited from an even stricter focus on ideas 
about dance. Concerning techno, the undoubtedly black origin of its 
Detroit variant, the ecstasy it provokes among rather young crowds 
across the world, and the usually ambivalent interpretation of the 
phenomenon seems to be ready-made for a more thorough analysis in 
line with Gotman’s reasoning.

It is Gotman’s notion of a history of ideas about dance as a 
choreography itself, which forms the main contribution of Choreomania. 
Dance and Disorder to our understanding of science and knowledge 
as such. Whereas Foucault’s writings clearly serve as starting point 
of this choreography, it is Gotman’s interpretation which lends them 
a cachet not very often done in such an eloquent way. Concerning 
dance theory, she foregrounds a focus on the meaning of dance(s) in 
the social world, as a means to problematise biopolitical dimensions 
of power structures. Besides that, history’s ‘motional quality’ (p. 2) is 
convincingly uncovered through the presented analysis of ideas on 
dance and therefore movement. Especially the book’s second part, in 
which Said’s thinking is applied, is a welcome novelty. It thus serves as 
an encouragement to accept the existence of disciplining constraints, 
not only on the way we use our bodies, but also on how we think—
here, historians’ engagements with the past and in a broader manner 
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academia as such are no exceptions. Gotman’s book above all stresses 
why Foucault’s choreography deserves a wide range of staged 
interpretations—be it in books, be it in lecture theatres. 
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