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Reconstructing the Ball Scene in "The Sorrows of Young Werther"  

by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
Minuet – Allemande – Deutscher Tanz – Waltz 

 

Jadwiga Nowaczek 

 

  
"You should see her dancing! ... all her heart 

and her soul are in it, her whole body a 

harmony, so carefree and uninhibited, as if that 

were really everything, as if she had no other 

thoughts, no other perceptions; and at that 

moment everything else certainly vanishes into 

the background for her." (Werther p. 37)
1
 

 

This is the way Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

portrays Lotte, dancing at a Ball in one of his 

most famous works, The Sorrows of Young 

Werther. This apt description is very telling of 

a perceptive and sympathetic onlooker, who is 

well acquainted with dance and who has 

experienced himself and others dancing with 

abandon. And indeed Goethe was a good 

dancer, in whose life dance frequently played 

an important role.
2
 

The Sorrows of Young Werther was written 

between February and April 1774, while 

Goethe was a young man of 24. The 

description of the Ball included in it is one of 

the key scenes in the storyline, which 

anticipates the unhappy end of Werther´s love 

for Charlotte. However at the same time, the 

scene is clearly autobiographical. 

Two years previously, Goethe had been 

completing somewhat unenthusiatically a 

legal apprenticeship at the Reichs-

kammergericht in the town of Wetzlar and 

took up every opportunity for diversion that 

came along, such as the invitation on the 9th 

June, 1772 to join an excursion to a hunting-

lodge in Volpertshausen, where there was to 

be dancing in the evening. And that is how, as 

is later retold in Werther, Goethe came to fall 

in love during the coach ride to 

Volpertshausen with his fellow passenger, 

Charlotte Buff,
3
 not knowing that she was 

already engaged to the secretary of the  

Hannovarian Legation, Johann Christian 

Kestner. 

 
Fig.1 Charlotte Buff 

 

 

The former hunting lodge in Volpertshausen 

still stands, and today it houses the local 

museum of Hüttenberg, also known as the 

"Goethe House". The hall, which was the 

scene for the ball in 1772, is also preserved. It 

measures 9.3 metres by 5.1 metres, an area of 

just over 47 square metres. Bearing in mind 

that there would have had to have been space 

for the musicians, then dancing must have 

been rather a tight squeeze for the 12 men and 

13 ladies, who were invited on the evening of 

the 9th June, 1772, even if not everyone 

danced at the same time. 
4
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Fig.2 The hall of the former hunting lodge in 

Volpertshausen  

(Foto: Dr. Jan Neumann, March 2014) 

 

 

The account of the fictitious Ball in Werther 

is so vivid and concrete, down to the 

individual dance-figures, that we can assume 

that Goethe was familiar with and was able to 

dance these dances himself. It can be assumed 

that the actual ball in 1772 proceeded on 

similar lines. Goethe mentions the most 

important social dances of his time: minuet, 

country dance and Deutscher Tanz (German 

dance).
5
 His text provides a number of 

expressions and remarks that cast a light on 

the dance practice of the second half of the 

eighteenth century. Conversely, using existing 

dances sources from the end of the eighteenth 

century we can closely reconstruct the dances 

at this Ball.  

 

1. Minuet 

 
"We wound round each other in minuets; I 

asked one lady after another to dance, and of 

course it was just the least agreeable of them, 

that could not get round to give the hand and 

coming to an end." (Werther p.6)
6
 

The last remark about the presentation of the 

hands, which might well present a puzzle to a 

philologist, unfamiliar with dance, can be 

understood if we assume that the participants 

at the Ball danced the usual Ballroom Minuet 

in the Z-form. The course of the so-called Z-

Minuet has a clear structure: first the Honours 

(Reverence) are made and then the man leads 

the lady around until both are positioned on a 

diagonal. After this, the main figure in the 

form of a "Z" is danced. Then comes the 

"presentation of the hands", in which first the 

right hands and then the left hands are given. 

This is followed by the giving of both hands, 

which acts as a kind of stop-signal and after 

which the lady is led back to the starting 

position for the final Honours. 

These fixed rules are in contrast to the 

freedom in the actual execution of the dance.
7
 

The dancers are free to decide how often the 

main figure is danced. The presenting of the 

hands ends the main figure, so it is crucial 

who gives the signal for it, the so-called 

"announcement". According to the German 

dancing master, Gottfried Taubert,
8
 there is 

no definite rule, so that before starting to 

dance it has to be decided whether the 

initiative for the presentation of the hands is 

to be taken by the man or the lady. Otherwise 

the one would wait for the other and they 

would never get to the end of the main figure:  

"… and it is most definitely a most ridiculous 

as well as an irksome thing, when …two 

dancing people ... dance about one another for 

so long, that the time and duration becomes 

tedious for the spectators or even that the 

dancers have to be told to stop." (Gottfried 

Taubert  p. 646)  

The same is true for the presentation of both 

hands, which signals the end of the dance. 

When Goethe writes that "the least agreeable 

[of the ladies] could not get round to the 

presentation of hands", it means that here in 

Volpertshausen it was customary for the lady 

to initiate the ending of the Minuet. The 

ladies, who were lucky enough to dance with 

the galant young Werther (insufferable as 

they may have been to him), seem to have 

prolonged the Minuet for as long as they liked 

and delayed the presentation of hands for 

longer than he would have liked. Werther, 

who had hoped perhaps to be able to dance 

with Lotte, was prevented from doing so by 

these rules. 

That the dancers wound round each other 

during the Minuet is a sign that several 

couples at the same time were on the floor of 

the ballroom, which could be pretty small, as 

we saw in Volpertshausen. If Werther asked 

"one lady after another" to dance, then it 
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sounds like a form of free dancing, in which 

the couples could individually choose when to 

start their dance without coordinating the 

beginning with the other couples, as is the 

usual practice in ballroom-dancing today. The 

duration of the dance was left open according 

to the rules of the presentation of hands.  

In his publication of 1772 (the same year as 

the Ball at Volpertshausen), Carl Joseph von 

Feldtenstein
9
 advises that the older S-form of 

the Minuet is more practical than the Z-form, 

if many couples are present simultaneously on 

the dance floor. As far as I know, he is the 

only person at the end of the eighteenth 

century who does so. The "S" as the main 

dance figure would favour the "winding” of 

the dancers in the scene from Werther even 

more. 

The following passage shows that one really 

had to deal with the problem of a 

“disordered” dance with occasional bumps. 

Feldtenstein – a dancing master par 

excellence – recommended an orderly 

arrangement in rows and beginning at the 

same time, so that “the dancers would not 

touch or push against each other” 

(Feldtenstein p. 80). That means that the 

length of the dance will be the same for all 

couples and the free choice of the length of 

the main figure has been given up: 

 
 “If a row [of dancers] wishes to finish a dance 

and at the same time a row of new dancers 

takes position on the opposite side, then when 

the first ends the dance with the Honours, and 

the others immediately start the Minuet with 

the opening Honours, then the Dance Hall is 

never empty, and sad Boredom will not take 

the place of joy and amusement.” 

(Feldtenstein  p. 80). 

 

 

According to the French dancing master, 

Bacquoy-Guédon
10

, it takes about 3 minutes 

to dance a Minuet. If we assume that Werther 

asked at least 3 ladies to dance, then the 

Minuet lasted 9 to 10 minutes or more.  

 

 

 

 

2. Country Dance  

 
“Lotte and her partner began an English dance. 

You can imagine how happy I felt, when they 

began to dance the figure with us in the set”. 

(Werther, p. 36) 

 

“ ... I asked her for the second country dance, 

and she promised me the third..” (Werther, p. 

37) 

 

“… and I saw during the English dance that 

you waltz well...” (Werther, p. 37) 

 

It is clear from Goethe’s following account 

that the term "country dance" means a 

longways Country Dance with progression, 

which is used here synonymously with the 

common German expression "Englischer”. It 

is also mentioned that there was an 

established dance order, following a 

predetermined sequence of the dances as well 

as of the dance-partners. 

Apparently in 1772 it was already customary 

and not unusual anymore for up-to-date 

young people to waltz during English Country 

Dances. However, it may not have been such 

a matter of course everywhere. In any case, I 

do not know yet of any dance-source from 

before 1770 in which a waltz-figure appears 

as part of an English-Country or any other 

sort of dance. The fact that in Volpertshausen 

in 1772 there was keen waltzing during the 

English dances goes to show that the 

contemporary dance-practice was once again 

ahead of the written record. 

The phenomenon of couples turning about 

each other was not new in the eighteenth 

century, but there are no exact descriptions 

for it. The term “Walzen” (to waltz) first 

appears in a literary source in 1754.
11

 A 

recently discovered French source from 1779 

describes a “Valx”, whose steps and context 

point towards a rustic variant of the Deutscher 

Tanz rather than to waltzing within the noble 

English Dance (for more information see the 

following section). Towards the end of the 

eighteenth century the number of written 

records about the waltz increases, mostly 

polemics against the dance as indecent and 

immoral.  
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Fig.3 Blessmann, English Dance No.3 

 

 
Bleßmann, English Dance No.3 

At the same time, there is some graphic 

evidence of waltz figures as a part of Country 

Dances.  

 

The first sketch of a waltz-figure appears in 

the year 1777 with the publication 

"Characteristic English Dances", in which the 

dances had been put together by Johann 

Christian Bleßmann,
12

 the "Junior Clerk to the 

Dancing Master of the Royal University in 

Göttingen". In Figure 5 of Dance No. 3 there 

is a drawing of a looping dance-path with an 

accompanying explanation: "The first man 

and his lady make the Spinner going up to 

above the second couple" (Bleßmann p. 45). 

 

This style of dancing is clearly so novel in 

1777, that Blessman finds it necessary to 

explain the instruction "to make the Spinner" 

more fully in a footnote: "Making the Spinner 

means that two people with given arms make 

their way with ongoing turns about one 

another. To perform this figure as it is shown, 

the man takes the lady under her left arm with 

his right arm and with his left hand he takes 

her right hand; in this hold they make the 

ongoing turns about each other." (Bleßmann 

p. 45).This is probably the earliest instructive 

description and graphical portrayal of 

waltzing. However, the pretty, curved 

drawing may be intended just to convey the 

feeling of turning rather than to depict the 

path of the dancing couple exactly.  

 

Whether the figures of the Dance No. 11 by 

Haslpöck13 are to be interpreted as Waltz 

figures is not so clear-cut, because there are 

no written instructions to accompany them.  

 

 

 
Fig.4 Haslpöck, Dance No.11, figure 1 and 12 

 

 

The date and place of publication are not 

known, but the title and all the dance-

expressions within the 10 English dances and 

the two 4-couple dances are in French. On the 

other hand, the name Halspöck suggests 

somebody of German or Austrian origin. 

There are several pointers to waltz figures: 

The word "tourner" (to turn) in the middle of 

the figure as well as the drawn paths of the 

dancers, which realistically depict the couple 

turning about. All 4 couples dance at the same 

time, as can be seen in the symbols for the 

hands. The positioning of the dancers side by 

side does not suggest a waltz-like hold but a 

circle for all eight dancers, with which 

however it would be impossible to dance on 

the prescribed path. An important clue can be 

found in the line of music: While the other 

parts of this dance have various different 

measures, this figure, which is repeated at the 

end of the dance, is the only one with a 3/8 

time signature and frequent broken triadic 

chords - a typical feature of turning dances. 
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Fig.5  Brunet, depiction of the waltzing step 

 

 

The portrayal of the dance-path by Haslpöck 

is remarkably similar to the famous drawing 

of the Waltz-step by Professor Brunet from 

Paris in the year 1839.
 14

 

 
Fig.6  Link 1794, English dance No. 11 

 

 

A further depiction of Waltzing within a 

Country Dance appears in the “Vollkommene 

Tanzschule” by Georg Link, 1794.
15

 The text 

to this dance figure from English Dance No. 

11 reads “Then the German figure, round -

waltzing until your own place” (Link p. 62). 

Admittedly one does not get the impression of 

a turning motion, but one can clearly see that 

the couples move around in a circle, i.e. a 

dance in a round.  

 
Fig. 7  Kattfuss 1800, Waltz step 

 

The Waltz-step found its way into books of 

dance instructions in 1800 beginning with the 

first graphical notation of it by Johann 

Heinrich Kattfuß.
16

 Surprisingly, this shows 

that the dancers only manage a half-turn in 2 

bars of the music! That this did not gain 

acceptance is demonstrated by all the other 

manuals for waltzing of the nineteenth 

century, which teach a complete-turn. 

According to Kattfuß there is no longer any 

doubt that waltzing is an established part of 

the English dances and has become a 

fashionable dance "without which nobody can 

join in the English dances, because almost all 

English dances customarily include two waltz 

figures, and no leading dancer, who wishes to 

make a favourable impression on his lady, can 

leave out waltzing." (Kattfuß p. 154). 

 

 

An early clear example of the waltz-hold 

described by Bleßmann can be found in the 

sketches of couples in positions for the 

Allemand, which were published in Paris 

around 1770 by both Simon Guillaume and 

Mr. Dubois
17

. Clear instructions for waltzing 

are not given with these sketches.  
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Fig.8  Guillaume, Allemande figure No. 12 

 

 

Back to Goethe:  

 
"In the third English dance we were the second 

couple. As we danced through the set and I, 

with God-knows what great delight, was 

hanging on her arm and eyes, which were full 

of the truest expression of the most honest and 

pure pleasure, we came up to a lady, who 

struck me because of the kindly expression on 

her no-longer-quite-so young face. She looked 

at Lotte with a smile, raised a warning finger 

and spoke the name Albert twice with much 

meaning as she flew past. "Who´s Albert, if I 

may be so bold as to ask?" I said to Lotte. She 

was about to answer, when we had to separate 

in order to dance the extended figure-of-eight, 

and it appeared to me that I saw the thoughts 

crossing her brow, as we had to pass by each 

other. "Why should I deny it", she said when 

she offered me her hand for the promenade. 

"Albert is a worthy man, to whom I am as 

good as engaged."- Now this was not news to 

me ... Sufficient to say, I got confused, forgot 

where I was and came in between the wrong 

couple, so that everything went topsy-turvy 

and all Lotte´s presence of mind and a bit of 

pushing and shoving were needed to get things 

back in order again." (Werther, p. 39 et seq.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Goethe mentions an "extended figure of 

eight" and a "promenade" as definite figures 

of the English dance, in which an important 

conversation takes place and Werther finds 

out about Lotte´s engagement. In the first part 

there are less definite figures: "dancing 

through the set" and "passing by". At the end, 

Werther is confused and ends-up "between 

the wrong couple".  

In the attempt to find an original dance which 

fits as closely as possible to this scheme, I 

came across the collection of English dances 

by Franciscus Theodorus Petersen, in which 

the 12th dance in the collection has the 

figures mentioned above and these in the 

correct order.  
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Fig.9  Peterson, English Dance No.12 

 

Translation of the Dance Figures 

1. The first man gives the right hand to his 

lady (the lady gives the left) and leads her 

behind the second man between the second 

and third couple; the first man turns round a 

full circle
18

, the lady marks four steps. 

2. The first lady leads the first man in the 

same way back to his place, while the first 

man marks four steps. 

3. The first couple makes the extended figure 

of eight. 

4. The first couple leads up with crossed 

hands through the third and second couple 

and casts off round the latter. 

5. The first man marks four steps to the third 

lady, the first lady to the second man, they 

give both hands and turn round to the left 

side. 

6. The first man marks four steps to the 

second lady, the first lady to the third man, 

they give both hands and turn round to the 

right side. 

7. The first man and the third couple, the first 

lady and the second couple give right hands 

and turn round. 

8. The first man and the second couple, the 

first lady and the third couple give left hands 

and turn round. 

 

In my reconstruction I omit the 5th and 6th 

figures and include a waltz in a circle after the 

example of Link at the end. The 7th figure 
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(right hands-across) provides an opportunity 

to let Werther dance over to the wrong side to 

the first-couple. Lotte then has the job of 

shoving him in the direction of the third 

couple.  

 

3. Deutscher Tanz 
 

Goethe: 

"... and with the most charming openness she 

[Lotte] assured me, that with all her heart she 

loved to dance the Deutscher Tanz. - "It is the 

fashion here" she went on "that every couple, 

who belong together, stays together for the 

Deutscher Tanz, and my Chapeau [dance 

partner] is a poor waltzer and thanks me, if I 

spare him the trouble. Your partner also can 

not do it and does not care for it, and I saw in 

the English dances that you can waltz well. If 

you want to be my partner for the Deutscher 

Tanz, go and ask my partner and I will go and 

ask your lady". I shook her hand on this, and 

we agreed that her partner should entertain 

mine in the meantime.  

 

Now things really got started, and we delighted 

ourselves for a while with the various 

entwining of our arms. With what grace and 

ease she moved! And as we now began to 

waltz and to revolve about each other like the 

spheres, it was of course at the beginning a bit 

muddled, because very few could do it. We 

were clever and let the others run out of breath, 

and when the clumsiest had left the dance floor 

we fell to it and bravely kept on going. I have 

never found it so easy to dance. I wasn't an 

ordinary person any more. To have the 

loveliest creature in my arms and to fly around 

with her like the weather, everything else 

faded into the background ..."  

(Werther,   p. 37 et seq.) 

 

While waltzing was a new fashionable 

element in the usual English Country Dances, 

in this Ball Scene it is the main figure of the 

Deutscher Tanz.  

 

From the beginning up to the end of the 

eighteenth century the records of the 

Deutscher Tanz differ a lot, so that we can 

assume that there was fast-paced 

development, but the dance was never clearly 

described during the whole century. The 

reason perhaps was its connotations with the 

simple, free improvised dance of the lower 

classes, which would be regarded as unworthy 

of recording and which due to its free practice 

is of course not apt to a written record. This 

“artless” – that means: not formed by the 

dancing masters – kind of dance had had no 

entry into the elaborated ballroom dances of 

the upper classes. Nevertheless, the noble 

society of the baroque period does not seem 

to have disdained the “Deutscher Tanz”, as 

Louis Bonin, a French dancing master living 

in Germany, tells us in 1712: “Concerning the 

so called ‘Teutsche’ or common dancing, it is 

not only everywhere used among the ordinary 

people, but also even at Balls at Court, as one 

likes to divert oneself with these after the 

gallant or French dances.”
 19

 (Bonin p. 239) 

Bonin complains with many words about the 

rude and excessive comportment during the 

“Deutscher Tanz”. For him – the French 

dancing master – the “right” execution 

consists of the same step repertory as in the 

other usual French ballroom dances [!] – 

probably this would have been in fact rather 

seldom the case. The proper characteristic of 

the “Deutscher Tanz” is the so-called 

“Teutsche Führung” (German leading), which 

is to be understood as a circling of couples 

around the hall. This is what we call today a 

round dance. There is no mention of a turning 

motion as in the waltz, although this cannot 

be excluded. Bonin speaks about a “rounded, 

artificial figure; … I have to lead the lady in a 

way that is not troublesome for her, and when 

I let her hand go, I can do a nice variation or 

another decent figure.” (Bonin p. 244) 

The German dancing master Gottfried 

Taubert
20

, who lived in Danzig near Poland, 

describes (1717) the “Teutsche Führung” as a 

characteristic of the Polish dances: “… they 

are to be danced with their ‘Circuition, 

Circumduction, Circumaction’ and other 

features pretty civilly.” (Taubert p. 39) It was 

not before 1755 that the Polish dance was 

described by Christoph Gottlieb Hänsel
21

 

which is – as the Polonaise of our days – a 

circling of couples arranged in procession 

(with very nice variations) – probably what 

Taubert means by “Circumduction”, etc..  

Thus the “Deutscher Tanz” appears to have 

been firstly a round dance in processional 
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arrangement, which provided opportunities 

for improvisation. Certainly there are long 

roots going back to the processional dances of 

the sixteenth century such as Pavane or 

Almain, which also had these characteristics 

and which had been adapted also by the lower 

classes. During the eighteenth century the 

fashion of waltzing seems to have entered into 

these traditional dance forms and was 

apparently so dominant that bit by bit it 

became the main characteristic of the 

“Deutscher Tanz”, which finally lost its name 

and at the end was called ‘Waltz’.
22

 

Such developments are not always consistent, 

old and new forms can exist at the same time. 

This would explain the numerous varying 

records and contradictions which are to be 

found around the Deutscher Tanz, such as a 

passage from the dictionary „Vocabula 

Austriaca et Stiriaca“ 1760. The Author, 

Johann Siegmund Valentin Popowitsch, 

writes that within Deutscher or Steirischer 

Tanz “… there was no turning, but the 

dancing lady goes ahead, and the young 

fellow rushes after her often stamping with 

his feet. … The nobility in Vienna waltzes 

however do not [!] dance ‘teutsch’ or 

‘steirisch’.” (quoted after Witzmann 1976, p. 

46) This description probably refers to the 

elder form of the Deutscher Tanz. 

In the 1770’s, for Goethe the “Deutscher 

Tanz” surely meant waltzing, and he was 

clearly able to waltz well. While a student he 

had taken dance-lessons in Strassburg 

(France) to brush-up his Minuet. The dancing-

master had two daughters, who helped-out as 

partners (so called "Moitié") during the dance 

lessons. Goethe reminisces:  

"I had the good fortune, that they too praised 

me and were ever willing to dance a Minuet to 

the accompaniment of the small violin of their 

father, and indeed, what was more exhausting 

for them, to teach me waltzing and turning 

again and again".
23

  

Because of this he was able to shine as a good 

dancer later in Sesenheim in the Alsace, 

where he fell in love with Friederike von 

Brion:  

"Everyone hurried to dance. The Allemande, 

Waltzing and turning were beginning, middle, 

and end of everything. Everyone had grown-up 

with these National dances; I too was a credit 

to my secret dancing mistresses, and Friederike 

was overjoyed to find a well trained partner in 

me. We were together most of the time, but 

soon had to make a break, because people on 

all sides advised her not to continue racing 

about."
24 

 

At the beginning of the ball-scene in Werther, 

Lotte speaks about a custom that puts the 

Deutscher Tanz in a special place in the usual 

Ballroom repertoire: only people who are 

together as couples should dance the 

Deutscher Tanz together. That surely must 

have something to do with the tight hold that 

is used during the Walz. The intimacy that 

this creates in combination with the constant 

turning is electrifying for the young people 

around 1770, and a scandal in the eyes of the 

society accustomed to Minuets- and Country 

Dances. The rule, only to dance the Deutscher 

Tanz with one´s own partner, shows that it 

was not a matter of indifference with whom 

one waltzed on account of the new bodily 

proximity. Werther enthuses “that a girl, who 

I loved and had a claim on, should never 

waltz with another but with me”. Lotte sets 

this convention aside but needs the agreement 

of her partner to stay within the framework of 

the dance-order.  

In the Scene from Werther, the German 

Dance has two phases: at first the couples 

delight in the graceful entwining of the arms, 

and afterwards they waltz. We know about 

the manner of dancing with intertwined arms 

from the publications of Simon Guillaume, 

Mr. Dubois and the “Nouvelle Méthode” by 

Sieur Brives
25

, an important dance source 

which was discovered in 2013 by Giles 

Bennett. Brives published in 1779 a great 

number of descriptions of figures with 

entwined arms. Such figures were adaptations 

of the dances of the alpine populations in 

Bavaria and Austria (where such dances are 

still popular to this day) and found their way 

in the middle of the eighteenth century into 

the hands of French dancing masters, who 

fixed the various "winding figures" and 

portrayed them in engravings. The fashion for 

these dances spread-out from France, mostly 

under the name of "Allemande", back to 

Germany and Austria, but now also into the 

Salons and Ballrooms.  
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 In this context it has to be remembered that 

“Allemande” is also the French word for 

“German”, and in the eighteenth century it is 

not always apparent whether the term 

“Allemande” is used as a polite French 

expression to refer to the Deutscher Tanz with 

waltz steps or to a dance with entwined arms, 

that at that time could also be called a 

“Straßburger-Tanz”. It is probable that in 

practice the two styles of dances were not 

strictly separated, as can be read in the extract 

from Werther. 

 

 
Fig. 10  Simon Guillaume, Positions et Attitudes 

de l’Allemande, figure no. 11 

 

A telling example of this can be found in 

the recollections of the Viennese authoress 

Caroline Pichler
26

 of the years between 

1770 and 1780. She describes a Fasching 

(or Carnival) Ball, at which a Minuet was 

danced “… until the music suddenly and 
surprisingly broke out into a Waltz … and 

either the last Partner in the Minuet was lucky 

enough to continue with his graceful lady in 

the Allemand, or a prior engagement with 

another Gentleman had to be respected. … 

While the dancers of the Deutscher Tanz 

formed several individual circles in the large 

Ballroom, a few, mostly very young, couples 

went into the centre of these circles, where 

they would not be disturbed by the rapid turn 

of the waltzers, and attempted the Strassburger 

Dance, which consisted simply in graceful 

entwinings of the arms and in charming 

postures of the body” (Pichler p. 148) 

 

As well as giving a very vivid description of a 

Ball, this quotation shows how terms such as 

“Waltz”, “Allemande” and “Deutscher Tanz” 

were used as synonyms within the space of a 

few words, while the dance with the 

“entwining of the arms” is called 

“Straßburger” here instead of “Allemande”. 

We encounter such overlapping of the terms 

connected with the “Deutscher Tanz” very 

often, and it makes it difficult to draw a clear 

distinction between these dances, and to 

differentiate them from other common dances 

of the time, such as the “Schwabian Dance”, 

“The Styrian Dance”, the “Ländler” or “the 

Waltz” (to name but a few), which were also 

used synonymously with the “Deutscher 

Tanz” but also often meant something 

distinctive. Thus the expressions “Deutscher 

Tanz” and “Allemande” were not used 

universally to refer to single fixed forms, but 

according to context and region referred to 

varying forms and phenomena.  

Also for the question of tempo of the dance 

there is conflicting evidence. According to 

Caroline Pichler, for example, the “Deutscher 

Tanz” is slow:  

“Flying this way and that? Certainly not! The 

couples turned in the moderate but soulful 

Deutscher Tanz (which at that time did not 

storm about in a winged haste, as later became 

the custom, earning it the censuring epithet 

‘The immoral whirling dance of the Germans’) 

… and so this more steady way of dancing 

gained the name ‘Coffee grinding’. Today 

people would certainly smile to see the 

moderate movement and the measured 

deportment, as did many people at that time, 

who knew and favoured the fast pace ’à la 

Würtemberg’.” (Pichler p. 148 ff.).  

However, a few lines later it is mentioned that 

the waltzing couples made a rapid turn, which 

completely contradicts the “Coffee Grinding” 

mentioned above. Mostly, the “Deutscher 
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Tanz” is ascribed a lively, vivacious 

character. The above quotations in this article 

are sufficient to demonstrate this. The 

language used by Caroline Pichler provides a 

clear indication: “Flying this way and that”, 

“storming about in a winged haste”, “indecent 

whirling dance”. Goethe himself, who 

waltzed in Sesenheim with Friederike, records 

that she had to be persuaded to make a pause 

and “not to continue racing about.” Werther 

counts himself lucky to dance with Lotte and 

“… to have the most lovely creature in my 

arms and to fly around with her like the 

weather [meaning “like a thunderstorm”], 

everything else faded into the background”.  

The question now arises, with what dance-

step did they turn so vivaciously about? It can 

surely not have been the waltz-step from 

Kattfuß, which needs two bars of waltz music 

to a make a half-turn. The waltz-step of the 

early nineteenth century
27

, with which one 

can make a full turn in two bars is suitable for 

waltz figures in the English Country Dances, 

but in my opinion it does not allow one to “fly 

this way and that”.  

We can find out more from French dancing 

masters. Sieur Brives describes in his 

“Nouvelle Méthode” a dance called “La 

Boiteuse” (meaning limping), “… which is 

the true form of dancing in the German 

manner”, and attributes to this dance “… an 

astonishing vivacity. This dance is called 

commonly Valx.” (Brives p.32)
28

 

Brives mentions four different variants of the 

waltz step, one of them for 2/4 measure for 

the “contredanses allemande” and three of 

them for a 3/8 measure, fitting for the waltz. 

For these latter three he provides descriptions. 

The first of the waltz step he calls “Valx a la 

francaise”: 

“The gentleman slides his right foot into the 

fourth position between the two feet of the 

lady and jumps onto the same foot “en 

soubresaut”; after that he slides his left foot 

into the second position and jumps onto the 

same foot “en soubresaut”, making a half turn; 

the lady has to begin her first glissé with the 

left foot into the second position, jumping onto 

it “en soubresaut”; and her second glissé with 

the right foot into the fourth between the two 

feet of the gentleman, jumping “en soubresaut” 

and in unison with her gentleman, and in 

alternating between the right and left foot 

every jump or soubresaut must fill one 

measure.”  (Brives p. 33) 

 

In today´s classical ballet, soubresaut is a 

jump onto the spot without changing the foot. 

Gennaro Magri describes in 1779 a more 

complicated soubresaut in which a mezzo 

contratempo is combined with a pas de 

Bourrée. The mezzo contratempo also is a 

jump onto the spot. So it is fairly safe to 

assume that the “soubresaut” from Brives is 

the same, and with regard to the above 

description it can be taken as a simple hop, 

which has been given a French dancing 

master´s label.  

This step corresponds to the second variant of 

the Allemand-step from Guillaume, which is 

also given for the 3/8 measure. According to 

Guillaume, the step is made “by placing the 

point of the right foot and hopping on it, 

which counts as 2 beats and then the same on 

the left foot” (Guillaume, p. 11). This none 

too clear description is now rendered more 

understandable by Brives´s description. The 

step can be danced to the rhythm shown here: 

 

 

 

 

Brives provides two further steps for the 

Valx: the first of these is, as he points out, 

“for the true Allemande Boituese”. It 

corresponds to the step “a la Francaise“ 

described above, with the difference that 

before every change of foot, the free leg is 

lifted with a bent knee.
29

  This rustic-looking 

step is perhaps the reason why Brives speaks 

rather condescendingly of the Waltzing in the 

Deutscher Tanz:  

“But, because the accompanying taste is not so 

noble, and the French can only tolerate the 

sublime, this way of dancing has almost been 

abandoned, in view of its contortions, which 

are ridiculous in the eyes of a respectable 

society” (Brives p. 32).  
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Joseph Gabriel Frey, Wedding Dance around 1835 (detail) 

Graz, Steirisches Volkskundemuseum, Inv. Nr. 15299 

Exactly these lifted legs can be seen in many 

depictions of rustic dances, such as for 

example “The dance after the grape harvest” 

by Johann Ziegler or “The Wedding Dance” 

by Joseph Gabriel Frey.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Johann Ziegler, The dance after the grape harvest 1780 

(detail)  Wien, Kunsthistorisches Musem 
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The third step of the “Boiteuse dance” is 

…”the most perfect for the Waltzes and the 

least strenuous, but in truth the most difficult. 

… The Gentleman makes with his right and 

with his left foot a circle [French: “compas”], 

all the time that he wishes to turn about, 

without leaving the position that was 

mentioned earlier
30

; the lady has to do the 

same” (Brives p. 34). This description seems 

to be less clear than the others. Could it 

perhaps be a very early record of the 

“Zweischritt-Dreher” (two-step turner), which 

is common today in Bavarian Folk dance? 

 

In my view, the graceful Lotte and the 

aesthetic Werther would not have danced the 

“Deutscher Tanz” really rustically.  

For its reconstruction in the Ball-scene from 

Werther, I have taken a modified form of the 

first Allemand step by Brives, which is also 

handed down by Guillaume. The modification 

is that the free leg is raised, but lightly bent 

backwards. With this step one can easily turn, 

dance to a high tempo and be really vivacious.  

This position of the free leg is exactly what 

one can see in the well-known engraving “Le 

Bal Pare” shown below:  

 

 

 

[Following this talk, a performance of the 

reconstructed Ball Scene took place before 

the assembled conference audience. Eds.] 
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Antoine Jean Duclos, Le Bal Paré 1774, Engraving after Augustin de Saint-Aubin (detail) 
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Notes 

                                                 
1
 All citations from „The Sorrows of  oung 

Werther“ are taken from the 1st edition Leipzig, 

Weygand 1774, and are translated by Harvey 

Dobbs.. The 1st edition is available online: 

https://fedora.phaidra.univie.ac.at/fedora/get/o:55

01/bdef:Asset/view 

2
 See Walter Salmen, Goethe und der Tanz, Tänze 

– Bälle – Redouten – Ballette im Leben und 

Werk, Hildesheim, Zürich, New York 2006 

3
 The source for the accompanying picture : 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Charlotte

_Buff.jpg?uselang=de (no further information). 

4 
My thanks are due to Dr. Jan Neumann of the 

management of the museums in Volpertshausen, 

who kindly measured the hall for me and took the 

                                                                            
photograph. In March 2012, I danced the relevant 

dances together with the participants in my dance 

workshop. We were astonished by the small 

space, but deeply impressed by the genius loci. 

5 It is exactly these three dance-forms that Mozart 

arranges to be played simultaneously during the 

ball at the end of the first act of “Don Giovani”. 

6
 The page numbering on this page is erroneous: it 

has to be 36 instead of 6. 

7
 There are also wide possibilities for variation in 

the choice of steps. A good minuet dancer can, if 

he likes, dance the entire minuet without a single 

minuet step and demonstrate his virtuosity in 

improvising steps, including jumps, pirouettes and 

capriols. See Taubert 1717, p. 664-732. However, 

in Goethe’s day, this art was in decline. 
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Gottfried Taubert, Rechtschaffener 

Tantzmeister, oder gründliche Erklärung der 

frantzösischen Tantz=Kunst, … Leipzig 1717, ed. 

by Kurt Petermann, Leipzig 1976, edition for the 

Heimeran Verlag, München 1976. 

9
 Carl Joseph v. Feldtenstein, Erweiterung der 

Kunst nach der Chorographie zu tanzen, 

Braunschweig 
2
1772 [first edition 1767 under the 

title: Kunst nach der Choregraphie zu tanzen]. 

Facsimile reprint: Zentralantiquariat der DDR, 

Leipzig 1984, bound with: Carl Joseph v. 

Feldtenstein, Erweiterung der Kunst nach der 

Chorographie zu tanzen, Braunschweig 1776. 

10
 Alexis Bacquoy-Guédon, Considérations sur la 

danse du Menuet, Paris (Valade), seconde Edition 

1784, p. 7f. 

11
 Josef Felix Kurz, „Der auf das neue begeisterte 

und belebte Bernadon“, Wien 1754, Edition in 

DTÖ XXXIII 64, p. 17 et seq.. In this song-lyric 

various dances are named: „… bald spielen, bald 

tanzen, bald steirisch, bald schwäbisch, hanakisch, 

schlowakisch, bald walzen umadum mit heißa-

rum-rum.“ (now playing, now dancing, now 

Styrian, now Schwabian, Hanakian, Slovakian, 

now waltzing around with lusty abound.) Josef 

Felix Kurz was a famous Viennese 

improvisational actor and comedian. He wrote the 

libretti for over 300 Singspiele. 

12
 Johann Christian Bleßmann, Characteristische 

Englische Tänze … Lübeck 1777, published in 

part in: Kontratanz, Tanzhistorische Studien I des 

DBT e. V., Berlin 1987 p. 29-49. 

13
 Haslpöck, Cet ouvrage premier contenant 

diverses contredanses, qu’on a l’honeur de fair 

paroitre en Choregraphie (unplaced, undated). The 

style of the dance-graphic points to the 18
th
 

century. Does the author Haslpöck have anything 

to do with the Viennese composer Johann Baptist 

Haselbeck, who in the 1780´s composed dances 

for the Viennese Balls? 

14
 Théorie pratique du danseur de société, ou L'art 

d'apprendre sans maître les figures de la 

contredanse française et la valse … par Brunet 

(Professeur), Paris (Chaumerot et chez l’auteur) 

1839. 

This depiction is found at the end of the book, no 

pagination is given there. 

15
 Vollkommene Tanzschule aller in Kompagnien 

und Bällen vorkommenden Tänze nebst zwölf 

ganz neu komponierten englischen Contre-Tänzen 

… von Georg Link, Cilli 1794 

                                                                            
16

 Choregraphie oder vollständige und leicht 

fassliche Anweisung zu den verschiedenen Arten 

der heut zu Tage beliebtesten gesellschaftlichen 

Tänze für Tanzliebhaber, Vortänzer und 

Tanzmeister von Johann Heinrich Kattfuß. Erster 

Theil. Leipzig 1800, Tabula III after p.125. 

17
 Almanach Dansant ou Positions et Attitudes de 

l’Allemande, … par Guillaume Maitre de Danse 

Pour l’Année 1769, Paris [1768]. At the same 

time, the Parisian dancing master Dubois also 

published Allemand-figures: Principes 

d’Allemandes par Mr Dubois De l’Opera (s.d., 

s.l.), facsimile-edition in: Alain  iou;  vonne 

Vart, Principes d’Allemandes par Mr Dubois De 

l’Opera, étude critique et structurale, facsimile et 

retranscription, reconstitution, Lyon 1991. Here, 

the figure no.11 also portays the Waltz-hold. 

18
 One can clearly see that the man makes only a 

half turn. 

19
 Die Neueste Art Zur Galanten und 

Theatralischen Tantz=Kunst ... von Louis Bonin, 

Franckfurt und Leipzig 1712. Facsimile reprint: 

Documenta Choreologica, pub. by Claudia 

Jeschke, Berlin 1996. 

20
 Taubert, Gottfried, Rechtschaffener 

Tantzmeister, oder gründliche Erklärung der 

frantzösischen Tantz=Kunst, … Leipzig 1717, hg. 

von Kurt Petermann, Zentralantiquariat der DDR, 

Leipzig 1976, edition for the Heimeran Verlag, 

München 1976. 

21
 Hänsel, Christoph Gottlieb, Allerneueste 

Anweisung zur aeusserlichen Moral …, Leipzig, 

auf Kosten des Autors 1755. 

22
 The change of labels from Deutscher Tanz to 

Waltz can be retraced well for example by several 

compositions by Franz Schubert, which first were 

edited under the title „Deutscher Tanz“ and at the 

same time or slightly later named „Walzer“ in 

other editions. See Walburga Litschauer u. Walter 

Deutsch, Schubert und das Tanzvergnügen, Wien 

1997, p. 65. 

23
 Goethe, Dichtung und Wahrheit, vol. 2 1812, p. 

429f. 

24
 Goethe, Dichtung und Wahrheit, vol. 3 1814, p. 

29f. 

25
 For Guillaume und Dubois see footnote 17.  

Nouvelle méthode pour apprendre l'art de la danse 

sans maître … par le Sieur Brives, …, Toulouze 

1779. Brive gives 30 Allemand-figures for two 

dancers, 20 figures for three dancers and again 20 
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figures for four dancers, but no pictoral 

illustrations. 

26
 Zeitbilder von Caroline Pichler gebornen von 

Greiner, Band 1, Wien 1839. Pichler describes the 

time of the second half of the 18th century. The 

text is online under: 

http://books.google.de/books?id=F3kHAAAAQA

AJ&printsec=frontcover&hl=de&source=gbs_ge_

summary_r&cad=0#v=onepage&q&f=false. 

27
 See for example. Helmke, E. D., Neue Tanz- 

und Bildungsschule, Leipzig 1829. Facsimile 

reprint: Documenta Choreologica vol. XII, ed. by 

Kurt Petermann, Leipzig 1982. – J.G. Häcker, Der 

selbstlehrende Tanzmeister, Grimma 1835 – Th. 

Hentschke, Allgemeine Tanzkunst, Stralsund 

1836. Facsimile reprint: Documenta Choreologica 

vol. XII, ed. by Kurt Petermann, Leipzig 1986 

28
 „ … la boiteuse, qui est la veritable façon de 

danser à l’Allemande“ „. …une vivacité 

surprenante. On nomme vulgairement cette danse 

valx.“ (Brives p. 32) 

29
 „ On doit lever le pied droitde terre en pliant le 

genoux, frapper à terre du même pied, & compter 

1. On saute en soubresaut sur le même pied, en 

comptant 2. Du même moment qu’on compte le 

second temps, il faut lever le pied gauche de terre, 

& de suite le poser pour compter les mêmes 

nombres.“ (Brives p. 34). 

30 This refers to the  The Waltz. 


