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Series Foreword

The history of European witchcraft and magic continues to  fascinate 
and challenge students and scholars. There is certainly no  shortage 
of books on the subject. Several general surveys of the witch trials 
and numerous regional and micro studies have been published for 
an English-speaking readership. While the quality of publications on 
witchcraft has been high, some regions and topics have received less 
attention over the years. The aim of this series is to help illuminate 
these lesser known or little studied aspects of the history of witchcraft 
and magic. It will also encourage the development of a broader corpus 
of work in other related areas of magic and the supernatural, such as 
angels, devils, spirits, ghosts, folk healing and divination. To help fur-
ther our understanding and interest in this wider history of beliefs and 
practices, the series will include research that looks beyond the usual 
focus on Western Europe and that also explores their relevance and 
influence from the medieval to the modern period.
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1

1
The Trial of Peter Kleikamp or − 
So Many Questions

February 1615. A judge in the sovereign’s service orders the arrest 
of one Peter Kleikamp from the town of Ahlen, near Münster. He is 
accused of theft and sodomy; Kleikamp vigorously denies all charges. 
The court members then interview further witnesses and finally find 
some who seriously incriminate this destitute, 44-year-old unmarried 
man. According to their testimonies, Kleikamp had frequently been in 
contact with suspicious persons. This prompts the court to change the 
charge to one of witchcraft. On the grounds of the circumstantial evi-
dence at hand it is not long before the prosecutors decide to use torture. 
The executioner applies instruments which crush the arms and legs of 
the accused, who is unable to withstand the agony and soon confesses to 
being a male witch, to having denounced God and the saints and sworn 
loyalty to the Devil. When renouncing God, he claims, he jumped back-
wards three times, whereupon Satan appeared before him in the shape 
of a black dog. The Devil had promised to feed him well, but also gave 
him herbs with which to poison calves and oxen. Simultaneously, he 
committed Kleikamp even admits to having slept several times with a 
female demon. He then became a werewolf, killing and tearing sheep 
to pieces in the dark of night. Together with his witches’ company, con-
sisting of four men and three women, he rubbed an ointment onto his 
skin at midnight, thus enabling them to fly to the heath close to Ahlen. 
Here they danced on a cord, and he beat the drum with a saw. Further, 
he states, his dead wife Sandera, who was a witch, had introduced him 
to the arts of witchcraft 16 years earlier.

In the eyes of the court this confession is evidence that Kleikamp was 
a destructive follower of the Devil and a member of an aggressive sect 
whose goal it was to secretly undermine Christian society. They see it as 
proven that he had worked maleficium and consciously formed a pact 
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with the Devil. By attending the Sabbat he had become a member of a 
subversive group of felons whose moral standards represented the reverse 
of contemporary norms. Statements which do not tally with Kleikamp’s 
confession are of no interest to the court. For example, Kleikamp con-
fessed that in the guise of a werewolf he had bitten a sheep belonging to 
one of the witnesses; in fact, however, this witness did not even possess 
any such animals. Another witness was unable to recall a calf of his 
or any of his ancestors’ ever being harmed as Kleikamp had claimed 
in his confession. In the end, he was condemned to death as a male 
witch on the grounds of his confession to witchcraft and poisoning. 
The trial had begun with a charge of theft and sodomy and ended with 
a conviction for witchcraft. A person who turned against the Christian 
community and made such a profane pact with the Devil deserved no 
sympathy. Not even if he was a man. Peter Kleikamp was burnt in pub-
lic on 13 July 1615.1

This trial is characteristic of large numbers of court cases in early 
modern central Europe in which people were charged with and sen-
tenced to death for witchcraft – the period of the witch-hunts.

A great deal of intensive research has been conducted on witch-
craft in recent years, and both the results and the methods used to 
reach these results have been among the most controversially dis-
cussed topics among scholars of history. Methodologies reach from 
the more traditional social – historical and quantifying method to 
the historical – anthropological and the major research paths of the 
social control and denomination theses to feminist approaches where 
the line between explanation and transfiguration of the past at times 
becomes blurred.

From the beginnings of historical research into the witch persecu-
tions scholars have asked why it was that women were comparatively 
frequently affected. For many years, the fact of this marked gender-
specific assymetry appeared to be a foregone conclusion and one which 
historiography repeatedly confirmed for all but a few regions of central 
Europe, for Finland, the Baltic countries and Russia by the large number 
of regional studies which were being published. There is, however, still 
an ongoing discussion on the issue of gender orientation and today sev-
eral approaches compete or coexist with one another.2

For a long time, research perceived men’s prime role as that of the 
persecutor, and was largely oblivious to men as accused and executed 
victims. Gender analysis was concerned with associating women 
with witch trials and did not see men as the victims of this historical 
phenomenon.
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The trial of Peter Kleikamp described above had all the marks of a 
classical witch trial and clearly contradicts the classic woman/witch 
paradigm. Without doubt, the majority of witch trials in most of 
the study regions seem to have targeted women – but minority cases 
also require explanations; in the context of a comparative gender 
study the case of Peter Kleikamp, which took place in what is now 
northern Germany, poses immediate questions such as the extent 
to which:

– Men were typically charged as werewolves in witch trials.
– A particular type of man (age, status, behaviour) was charged in 

witch trials.
– The sentences passed on men were milder or stricter than for women.
– The courts applied cumulative demonology to male suspects.
– Men were accused for similar reasons and in similar conflicts as 

women.
– Men remained the minority of accused in the various phases of the 

witch-hunts.

It is not possible as yet to provide anything approaching definitive 
answers to these questions. Some historians, both women and men, 
have registered the very evident fact that men did form a (minority) 
percentage of the people persecuted in the witch-hunts, for which 
they have given possible explanations; however, in many cases this 
research either presents hypotheses only or devotes little time or 
space to the approaches used in the discussion of men as victims 
of the witch-hunts. The following theories have recently been put 
forward:

– Male witches were closely related to female witches, and their involve-
ment in the witch trials is to be seen as a kind of collateral damage or 
byproduct of the original trial3 (relationship theory).

– Male witches figured more frequently in chain trials and mass execu-
tions, cases where the typical female witch stereotype broke down4 
(mass-trial theory).

– Male witches were not accused of the same offences as female 
witches or they were charged with less harmful types of witchcraft 
not involving diabolism5 (difference theory).

– Male witches were most common in areas where witchcraft was 
more closely associated with heresy than with maleficent aggression6 
 (heresy theory).

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


4 Man as Witch

When my book Hexenmeister. Die Verfolgung von Männern im Rahmen 
der Hexenverfolgungen von 1530 bis 1730 im Alten Reich (Male Witches in 
the Witch-persecution of the Holy Roman Empire from 1530 to 1730) 
appeared in German in the year 2000 there were only a few published 
studies on this topic, and these were restricted to individual cases 
or regions. In my study, I looked into the trials of men accused and 
executed for witchcraft, thus opening up a largely unknown chapter 
in the history of Central Europe; male victims were no longer viewed 
as a peripheral phenomenon or quasi-pollutant of the female-focused 
witch paradigm but as a component which had developed in its own 
right.7 The work aroused great interest, both among the lay public and 
researchers, though largely restricted to German-speaking countries, 
and two editions were published. In recent years, there has been more 
research into the male witch phenomenon, and in 2003 the Canadian 
historians Lara Apps and Andrew Gow published their general study 
on Europe as a whole. The authors again criticized both the fact that 
alleged male witches had been excluded from witchcraft research and 
the approaches used in the few studies in which this phenomenon had 
been acknowledged.8 Apart from an analysis of contemporary litera-
ture on gender-specific observations the study contained little of their 
own empirical witchcraft research. With their hypothesis that the male 
witch was feminized in the early modern era, they reiterate and expand 
on an important and correct position which confutes previous argu-
ments, and the criticisms brought forward by the two authors certainly 
served to fuel the discussion in witchcraft research. William Monter’s 
contribution in the Encyclopedia of Witchcraft, on the other hand, is well 
structured and poses important questions but does not really reflect the 
current research status.9

The studies by Karin Amundsen, Malcolm Gaskill and Elisabeth 
Kent for the Anglo-Saxon field, Rune Hagen and Antero Heikkinnen 
for Scandinavia, William Monter for Normandy in France, and Valerie 
Kivelson for Russia have all discussed the significance of men as perse-
cution victims. Wolfgang Behringer, Boris Fuge and Robert Walinski-
Kiehl describe individual trials, while Robin Briggs, Alison Rowlands, 
Norbert Schindler and Karen Lambrecht investigated individual places 
or regions in the Holy Roman Empire.10

All these authors have contributed large or small pieces of the mosaic 
which have helped to bring light to the phenomenon male witch. 
Finally, in 2006 a conference on ‘Witchcraft and Masculinities in the 
Early Modern World’ was held at the University of Essex in the UK; 
the conference was attended by scholars from many different countries 
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and many important issues were broached. The conference proceed-
ings edited by Alison Rowlands and Jenni Grundy will be published 
in 2008.

‘Man as Witch’ does not aim to pretend to be able to address all 
the questions which arise in the light of the numerous trials of men 
in Central Europe, but does look into certain questions in greater 
detail:

– The men persecuted as so-called ‘werewolves’ in the Free County of 
Burgundy/Franche-Comté are the subject of Chapter 2. This chapter 
looks into the possibility that the historical werewolf phenomenon 
might be a male version of the female witch stereotype.

– The percentage of men persecuted in the course of the witch-
hunts has only ever been estimated – at between 15 per cent and 
25 per cent – dependent on author and work. Chapter 3 pools the 
results from a large number of studies on gender distribution, 
thus giving a quantitative survey of the breadth and intensity of 
this issue.

– Chapter 4 discusses the hypothesis that the number of men accused 
increased in the intensive phases of mass trials.

– Chapter 5 deals with the integration of the male sex in the witch 
image of contemporary theology and demonology.

– Chapter 6 discusses with a case-study of Schleswig and Holstein 
the gender-specific roles as portrayed in popular discourse on the 
crime of witchcraft and goes on to compare witch images in elite and 
 popular culture.

– In Chapters 7 and 8 the focus is on actual persecutions in various 
parts of the Holy Roman Empire. Two territories were chosen in 
which the proportions of men among the persecuted were very dif-
ferent: in Holstein in present-day northern Germany, men played 
only a minor role as victims; in Carinthia in present-day Austria they 
represented the majority. These chapters also discuss whether men 
were only the secondary targets of the persecutors and investigate 
the extent to which they were associated with heresy and whether 
different magic realms and powers were ascribed to the two sexes.

– Chapter 9 discusses the working term ‘male witch’ and examines 
the extent to which the concepts of ‘womanishness’ and ‘feminized 
men’ can be applied to men persecuted as witches.

– The final chapter attempts to place the results of this investigation in 
the general social, religious and denominational context of the Early 
Modern era.
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In order to improve the readability of this study, which works with 
numerous European languages, the spelling in unprinted sources 
has been very cautiously adapted to modern usage. As citations from 
printed early modern German, Latin, French and Danish demonology 
are also analyzed from a linguistic point of view, they are translated 
into English; however, the most relevant passages are given in their ori-
ginal form in the annotations to give readers the opportunity to scru-
tinize them for themselves. ‘Man as Witch’ is not only a revised and 
updated translation of the earlier German edition from 2000; it has 
been gratifying to note that the witchcraft research of the past eight 
years has broadened our knowledge of this dark period of European his-
tory, and many chapters have been expanded and parts rewritten for an 
Anglo-Saxon readership.

The problematic nature of the word ‘witch’

Male witches (in German ‘Hexenmeister’ and ‘Hexenmänner’) are men 
or persons of male gender; witches are women or persons of female gen-
der who were either explicitly charged with witchcraft or for whom the 
original sources imply that they were indicted for witchcraft. For the 
purposes of this definition it is irrelevant whether the trials ended in 
execution, banishment or acquittal.

A qualitative analysis requires clear terminology. The English word 
‘witch’ is defined as ‘esp. a woman supposed to have dealings with the 
devil or evil spirits and to be able by their cooperation to form super-
natural acts’11 or as ‘a person, now esp. a woman, who professes or is 
supposed to practice magic, esp. black magic or the black art; sorcer-
ess’ Thus, the modern English noun ‘witch’ clearly refers to the female 
sex, although the word has its etymological roots in both Old English 
male ‘wicca’ and female ‘wicce’. The dual gender meaning of the plural 
 ‘wiccan’ was, however, lost in early modern times so that there is today 
no male equivalent to the female ‘witch’. So as to distinguish them from 
women, male witches in the 16th and 17th centuries were described as 
‘he-witches’ or ‘men-witches’,12 terms which did not, however, persist. 
The noun ‘wizard’ comes from the Old French and describes a magic-
ally active person, probably a “wise man”, but not a male witch.13

The English words ‘sorcerer’ and ‘sorceress’ do not relate semantically 
to the early modern crime of witchcraft and thus cannot be used with-
out ambiguity in this context. Other historians have attempted to solve 
this problem in translations for the Anglo-Saxon world by using the 
gender-overlapping term ‘worker of harmful magic’.14 As far as facts and 
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circumstamces go, this term is totally correct, but seems nonetheless a 
rather abstract or even awkward rendering.

Other European languages have retained gender-indicative terms for 
witches: the French ‘sorcier’ (plural: ‘sorciers’) and the Latin ‘maleficus’ 
(plural: ‘malefici’) are used for a witch of either sex, but also for a man 
alone; the terms ‘sorcière’ and ‘malefica’ (plural: ‘sorcières’, ‘maleficae’) 
describe a female witch only. Both French and Latin grammar prescribe 
the use of the masculine plural form for a minority of male and major-
ity of female persons, and distinguish between natural and grammat-
ical gender.15

These are not the only European languages to have developed a gen-
der distinction for the people guilty of witchcraft offences. German has 
‘Hexe’ (female), but also ‘Hexenmann/Hexenmeister’ (male); Spanish 
has ‘bruja’ and ‘brujo’, Italian ‘strega’ and ‘stregone’. In the Scandinavian 
languages Danish, Norwegian and Swedish we find, for example, the 
masculine ‘trollmand/trollkarl/trulkarl’ side by side with the feminine 
‘trollkvinde/trollkvinna/trulkonna’, terms with easily identifiable com-
mon roots for all three languages. The Dutch courts used the terms 
‘tovares’ for women and ‘tovenaar’ for men.

In order to avoid misunderstandings ‘witch’ is used throughout this 
study as a gender-neutral term, and ‘male witch’ and ‘female witch’ are 
used for precision and clarification where necessary.

Although the elaborated concept of witchcraft became established in 
Europe in the 16th century, in some regions official scribes, witnesses 
and defendants before the courts, theologians and jurists continued 
to use the traditional sorcery terms for the imagined crime: signified 
and signifier diverged. So as to avoid confusion the translation uses the 
appropriate expressions on the semantic level and not the lexical terms 
as recorded in the source material.
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2
The Persecution of Men as 
Werewolves in Burgundy

Man is a wolf to man
(Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, 1651)

In this sense Hobbes’ thinking is wrong
(Denis Diderot, Hobbisme, Encyclopédie ou 

dictionnaire raisonné ..., Paris 1751–65)

The study begins by tracing the fate of some of the men persecuted 
as so-called ‘werewolves’ in the Free County of Burgundy or Franche-
Comté. The central issue discussed in this chapter is to what extent the 
werewolf figure was potentially an alternative, male model to the ‘witch’ 
figure mainly attributed to women. The chapter goes on to discuss why 
this phenomenon occurred more frequently in Franche-Comté than in 
many other territories of the Holy Roman Empire and why it eventually 
became subsumed under the concept of witchcraft.

Jacques Bocquet, a werewolf, and the St Claude trials

On 5 June 1598 eight-year-old Loyse Maillat from the isolated hamlet 
of Courier suddenly began to crawl on all fours, her mouth twisted in 
strange contortions. Within a short space of time her body had stiff-
ened almost to the point of paralysis; in gabbled sentences she accused 
another village resident of having struck her with a disease. She was 
referring to Françoise Sécretain, a 58-year-old woman who lived alone 
in extreme poverty in this remote village high up in the Jura moun-
tains. A few days earlier, Sécretain had asked the family if they had 
somewhere for her to sleep for the night; as her husband was away at the 
time, the girl’s mother had initially refused, but later relented.
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When Sécretain was told of the accusation she sought help from one 
of the local cunning folk, a beggar known as ‘Gros’ Jacques Bocquet, 
who was later to be described by Henri Boguet, a judge located in the 
nearby town of St Claude, as ‘... one of the great male witches of his 
time’.1 Jacques Bocquet advised the desperate woman to fetch some 
bread from the Maillats’ home, keep it for three days and then attempt 
to sneak it into the girl’s food; this, he maintained, would heal the 
al legedly enchanted child. The historical sources do not reveal whether 
or not Sécretain was able to perform this counter-spell but it is certain 
that the child did not recover at this stage. After a further four weeks 
her parents decided to seek help from a Catholic priest in St Claude. 
When the bewitched child, Loyse, declared that she was possessed by 
five devils, the cleric announced that he would perform an exorcism as 
an effective means of casting them out.

The next day all five demons simultaneously departed the girl’s body 
after the priest had performed the rite of exorcism and the parents had 
prayed all night in the monastery of St Claude. Loyse Maillat recovered 
for all to see, but Sécretain was arrested and charged with witchcraft. 
After three days in a dungeon and an examination for the Devil’s mark, 
her resistance broke and she admitted having made a contract and had 
sexual intercourse with the Devil, who had appeared to her in the form 
of a black man. Subsequently, she admitted visiting the witches’ Sabbat 
where the participants had conjured hail showers. Here, she said, she 
had also seen ‘Gros’ Jacques Bocquet who had used a magic powder to 
cause the death of several cows. Finally, she admitted giving Loyse, who 
by this time had recovered from her sickness, some bread over which 
she had cast a spell.

Sécretain’s was a classic confession in the sense of contemporary demon-
ology, as she admitted to all the fundamental elements of witchcraft – 
from harmful magic, a pact with the Devil and intercourse with the Devil 
to participation in the witches’ Sabbat. Her avowals initiated a wave of 
trials of people with alleged magic powers, at the end of which 19 men 
and women were indicted, 17 of whom were put to death.

As a result of the allegations made by Sécretain, Bocquet was also 
arrested and imprisoned (as Sécretain was), in a small, damp cell in 
St Claude, where his body was examined for witches’ marks. As no 
stigma were found, this could not be used against him; he was, how-
ever, found to have a broken rosary.2

After questioning Sécretain and hearing her plea of guilty, the 
appointed judge, Henri Boguet,3 a qualified jurist, began the interro-
gation with this new incriminating evidence. The historical sources do 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


10 Man as Witch

not make it clear whether the accused was tortured or only subjected 
to verbal interrogation; after some time, however, Bocquet confessed in 
detail to witchcraft and admitted having repeatedly used a magic pow-
der to kill livestock and poultry.

In his confession he stated that he had often been able to make hail 
by beating water in a pot and had used this hail to destroy fruit before 
the harvest. Hailstones, he said, could also be made from a magic pow-
der which was transformed into ice pellets in a water container. He also 
maintained that he was able to become a wolf by applying to his skin 
a greasy ointment which he had been given by the Devil. As a wolf, in 
French a ‘loup-garou’, that is a werewolf, he was able to attack other 
people, and to kill and finally eat them.

Not only he himself, Bocquet informed the court, was able to 
become a wolf; there were others in the area around St Claude, 
indeed entire packs of werewolves partook of these night-time meet-
ings under the leadership of the Devil.4 The judge appeared to be 
particularly interested in this part of Bocquet’s confession and once 
he had established that the Sabbat participants all knew one another 
he focussed his interrogation on these nightly gatherings, conclud-
ing that participation in the Sabbat need not necessarily be physical 
but could also be in spirit, ‘One can go to the Sabbat in the spirit’5 
Bocquet, when then asked to elaborate, gave the names of others who 
had allegedly entered into pacts with the Devil; their names cannot, 
however, be derived with any certainty from the court protocols or 
Boguet’s report.

Bocquet, then, like Sécretain, made a similar confession, one differ-
ence being that she had not admitted to being a werewolf.

This and other testimonies by witnesses from villages around 
St Claude convinced Boguet of the existence of a witch community in 
the region and persuaded him to order arrests on a larger scale, in the 
course of which ten more people were committed to jail.

Boguet, the judge, devoted himself principally to the alleged cases of 
werewolves and thus went further than to merely expose the Devil’s 
sect and its supposed subsection in St Claude. Boguet faced a major 
problem here, as majority opinion in Catholic theology since Augustine 
considered such transmutations to be impossible and to stem purely 
from the realms of fantasy.6

Boguet was aware of these standpoints, but when some of the accused 
began to demonstrate to him in the courtroom the behaviour of were-
wolves by running around the room on all fours, he began to doubt this 
doctrine: ‘Together with our scribe Mr Claude Meynier, I have seen how 
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those who I have enumerated moved around a room on all fours just as 
they did when I saw them in the fields.’7

When these prisoners testified that they were unable to transform 
themselves fully, since they did not have access to their magic oint-
ment in prison, the judge’s scepticism towards the official Catholic 
doctrine was intensified. Nonetheless, in this case the theologian in 
Boguet triumphed over the practically-minded man, and he arrived at 
a theoretical compromise: werewolf transformations have no bearing 
on reality, but the Devil is in a position to cause an illusion of such 
transformations.8

Boguet decided to follow this trial through and ordered further arrests 
to be made. Nine more suspects were apprehended: Clauda Gaillard, 
Thievienne Paget, Pernette Molard, Claude Soye, Clauda Jeanprost, 
Christophle d’Arenthon, Claude de la Tour, Claude Charlot and Claude 
Guillaume.9 From here onwards the nature of the persecution changed; 
to Boguet the emergence of werewolves had come to represent a spe-
cific form of witchcraft which involved the brutish tearing asunder of 
human life. The ‘werewolf witches’ and the ‘werewolf male witches’ 
had to be eradicated. Boguet thus integrated the werewolf pattern into 
the witch paradigm, classifying the attacks on people and livestock as 
 elements of harmful magic. He no longer deemed it necessary to prove 
that all the accused were guilty of werewolf activity; harm caused to 
humans and livestock was sufficient for a conviction.

Jacques Bocquet, the self-confessed werewolf, was condemned to 
death in 1598. This popular healer was burnt alive at the stake and 
was refused the mercy of being strangled prior to the burning, which 
would have spared him atrocious pain and suffering. According to 
Boguet’s account, Bocquet went to the stake a contrite man, repenting 
his evilness.10 All the others named by Bocquet and Sécretain were put 
to death – with the exception of one Christophe d’Arenthon, a child 
who did not even know his own name and was instead named after the 
village from which he came. Sécretain herself died in prison before she 
could be put to death.

In the course of the trial more news reached St Claude. A wolf, it was 
reported, had killed the son of a couple named Bridel. In the previous 
months there had been reports of attacks by wolves, but the current 
case was different in that the animal had no tail and had distinctly 
human hands on the underside of his paws – unmistakable features 
of a werewolf. The victim, 15-year-old Benoist Bridel, died as a result 
of the attack, and the villagers were quick to suspect a woman named 
Perrenette Gandillon of having appeared here in lupine form. Gandillon 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


12 Man as Witch

was seized, and stoned to death.11 Her brother, Pierre Gandillon was at 
this point working on a small farm where he was subsequently arrested. 
At the time of his arrest, in the view of his pursuers, everything about 
his appearance signalized him as a wolf: his face, his hands and his legs 
were grazed and scratched, they thought, from running through the 
undergrowth of the forest, indeed his whole seemingly disfigured and 
inhuman appearance alarmed them: ‘Pierre Gandillon was so disfig-
ured as to bear no resemblance to a human being.’12

In the interrogation which followed Pierre Gandillon admitted he 
was an apostate from God, had succumbed to the Devil with whom he 
had had sexual intercourse, and had several times attended the witches’ 
Sabbat. Those attending these nightly meetings had kissed the behind 
of the Devil – who appeared in the form of a he-goat – and had made 
plans to cause storms to destroy what was already a meagre harvest 
in this mountainous area. The Devil, Gandillon maintained, provided 
them with wolfskins and the ointment needed for the metamorphosis. 
Gandillon admitted having attacked and devoured a number of chil-
dren from communities around the village of Nezen, thus confessing to 
lycanthropy.13 His son Georges similarly admitted making a pact with 
the Devil and attending the Sabbat – but not to committing infanticide. 
As a werewolf he had only attacked goats, not people.

A glance at the reasons given by the court shows that the werewolf 
concept and the witch paradigm have now merged into one. The witches’ 
Sabbat is seen as a meeting-place for werewolves who plan there crimes 
to be carried out at a later time:

Thus because he attended the Sabbat and gatherings of male witches 
and witches. Also because he once transformed himself into a wolf 
with the aid of his aunt Perrenette Gandillon, who provided him 
with a wolfskin and smeared his stomach with a certain grease. 
This is how, with his aunt’s help, he turned into a wolf, seized a 
goat, carried it away and devoured it in the house of the above-
mentioned aunt.14

In this verdict a woman, Perrenette Gandillon, is named as the chief 
offender. The court’s investigations singled her out as a particularly 
aggressive member of the alleged wolf pack, and the suspicions of the 
villagers culminated in a violent lynching. The court verdict also fol-
lowed the testimony of Georges Gandillon, thus showing their belief 
that both genders are capable of magical transformation into an animal 
and of killing in this guise.
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Georges Gandillon divulged further details regarding the activities 
of those in pact with the Devil. On Maundy Thursdays, he reported, he 
would experience a strange condition while in bed; he would regularly 
fall into a kind of deep sleep from which he would awake not refreshed 
but exhausted and extremely tired. Judge Boguet interpreted these 
 periods of unconsciousness as times when he attended the Sabbat.15

Georges’ sister, Anthoine Gandillon, who had also been arrested 
was indicted for witchcraft alone, and was not obliged to admit to 
lycanthropy.

Various evidence given in court caused suspicion to fall on another 
family, the Vuillermoz. In the preliminary inquiry 20 witnesses gave 
evidence against Guillaume Vuillermoz, stating that he had long been 
reputed to be a witch. Boguet also questioned his 12-year-old son, with 
the result that the boy further incriminated his father, saying that they 
had been to the witches’ Sabbat together. A dramatic scene ensued 
between father and son in which Guillaume, aware of the gravity of 
the boy’s statement, attempted to save them both from a conviction. In 
court he pretended not to recognize his son; even after Boguet ordered 
the boy to be undressed, Vuillermoz still refused to identify him as his 
son. The boy, however, repeated his incriminating words and his father 
broke down weeping, biting his lips and scratching his face, fully aware 
of the difficult position in which they both found themselves: ‘Oh, my 
son, you will destroy us both ...’ he cried, while Boguet noted down in 
surprise: ‘He spoke at times in a loving tone to his son.’16

Guillaume Vuillermoz was not to live much longer – the conditions 
of his imprisonment and perhaps, too, his despair was too much for 
him and he died in prison before his case could be concluded. He had 
not pleaded guilty. After long deliberations, the court ordered his son, 
Pierre, to be given strict religious instruction and schooling under the 
control of the Catholic church.17

In 1599 the Abbot of the monastery at St Claude, who had appointed 
Boguet to preside over these trials, ordered all the accused to be burnt 
at the stake on the market square in front of a large crowd. After this 
series of trials the werewolf prosecutions in St Claude came to a halt; in 
1603, 1604 and 1608 there were further persecutions, but this time the 
accused were charged and convicted as witches and male witches.18

Jacques Bocquet – burnt at the stake in 1598 – was one of numer-
ous men executed in the course of the witch-hunts of the 16th and 
17th centuries. It was not because of his alleged activities as a werewolf 
that Bocquet met his violent death but because he was charged with 
and admitted having performed witchcraft. He admitted to large-scale 
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maleficium, to having consciously entered into a pact with the Devil, to 
membership in the Devil’s sect, but not to sexual intercourse with the 
Devil. The court integrated his activities as a werewolf into the general 
witch paradigm, subsuming this into a more comprehensive perception 
of witchcraft, and passing judgment on him in a classic witch trial. 
Bocquet, however, was no average agent of evil; his persecutors saw him 
as playing a leading role in what they imagined to be the local St Claude 
sub-section of the witches’ sect and as the leader of the local werewolf 
pack, and, as such, as entertaining more direct contact with the Devil 
than anyone else. When Sécretain implicated him, this was the first 
time he had been denounced, but it was sufficient to focus the attention 
of the witch-hunters directly on his person.

On close examination, however, it becomes clear that Bocquet was 
not one of the maleficents; indeed his place was on the other side, as 
one who was able to apply counter-magic. Sécretain, who had been 
labelled a witch, turned to Bocquet as an expert magical healer in trust, 
hoping to be able to relay the suspicion into which she had fallen and 
to save the allegedly enchanted child. Bocquet advised her to use a 
resource behind which the imagery of contagion is apparent: eating 
another piece of bread charged with magic powers is expected to break 
the earlier magic spell cast by some anonymous person.

In her despair, Sécretain viewed Bocquet as a professional magician 
with a positive function. Boguet, the well-educated, cultured judge, on 
the other hand diabolized him; in his view, and this was in accord-
ance with the generally accepted concept of demonology, both black 
and white magic stemmed from an evil pact. So, Boguet the learned 
witch-hunter demonized this popular cunning man – who might even 
be described as a practitioner of countermagic – classifying his doings 
as acts of magical aggression. Thus the healer became a male witch, and 
no longer able to withstand this suspicion of his person and crushed by 
the long interrogations, he confessed. Through the escalation dynamics 
inherent to many witch trials he incriminated other people. The end of 
it all was the stake at St Claude.

Another one of the numerous male victims of witch-hunts was 
Guillaume Vuillermoz who, as described above, died in prison before 
the end of his trial; he was not, however, one of the early modern pro-
fessional cunning folk. He had allegedly performed harmful magic and 
was thus suspected of being a male witch. He, too, became an explicit 
suspect on the grounds of another person’s testimony, and was tried for 
witchcraft. It is not difficult to conceive of the child’s statements as part 
of a father–son conflict, since the boy must have been aware (at least as 
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the trial progressed) of the danger in which he was placing his father. 
Vuillermoz, on the other hand, retained his paternal role, protected his 
son and to the very last refused to incriminate him, a fact which prob-
ably saved the boy’s life. There is no record of the questions asked of 
Vuillermoz, but the principal charge laid against him makes it clear that 
he was prosecuted for attending the witches’ Sabbat.

The alleged werewolf Pierre Gandillon admitted having sexual inter-
course with a she-demon at the Sabbat. In his case, the full breadth of 
the witch paradigm was applied, including the charge of intercourse 
with a she-demon, a fact which also shows that this element of the 
witchcraft concept was not considered exclusive to female witches. 
Gandillon became a suspect because of his sister’s testimony and because 
his appearance branded him as a potential werewolf. Living, as he did, 
in the mountainous forest far from St Claude and scraping an existence 
for himself and his family with a few livestock (probably goats) he bore 
all the signs of physical toil. Judge Boguet interpreted these as typical 
signs of incomplete lycanthropy. Just as a witch could be identified by 
her Devil’s marks, so too were there characteristic marks by which it 
was possible to identify a werewolf.

The trial of the Gandillon family yields yet more insight. Perrenette 
Gandillon was stoned to death by the villagers, and this incident of 
lynching reflects the atmosphere which prevailed in the St Claude 
region at the end of the 16th century. The concept of the werewolf had 
deep roots among the residents of the Jura region of Franche-Comté, and 
werewolf hunts derived from the needs of a peasant population. Even 
Boguet, the well-educated jurist was unable to avoid having to analyze 
the reported and repeated attacks and the way they were interpreted as 
deriving from magical activities. He had begun to doubt the theological 
doctrines of the time and justified the way he dealt with the werewolf 
epidemic by transforming popular belief and ideas into a pattern which 
was theologically justifiable. The stoning of Perrenette Gandillon had 
already shown that in popular culture werewolves were no longer exclu-
sively a male phenomenon; Boguet, along with the establishment, now 
also began to target women in his persecutions. Under the legal direc-
tion of Henri Boguet an increasing number of women came to be tried 
for lycanthropy. Of the ten people tried in 1598 for allegedly mutating 
into aggressive animals, seven were female.

What is more, Boguet’s approach was directed against a clearly dis-
tinguishable group of people within the Jura population. Bocquet, 
popularly reputed to be, and described by Boguet as, knowledgeable 
of protective magic spells, could not be suspected by the villagers of 
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harmful magic or destructive metamorphosis. However, Bocquet had 
migrated to the area from Savoy and so was not a local. The accused 
Sécretain, Vuillermoz, d’Arenthon and du Vernois were also immigrants 
to the region.19 This example is indicative of the fact that witch-hunts 
in and around St Claude were aimed chiefly and unmistakably against 
families who had recently moved to the area and who as such clearly 
stood out from the rest of the population. The extermination of poorly 
integrated families thus acted as a valve for the werewolf fears of the 
locals.

Bocquet was probably also a victim of Calvinist–Catholic indirect 
cooperation. In his homeland Savoy (which at that time covered a lar-
ger area than the boundaries to which it has been restricted since 1601 
and, at least as a geographical term, included parts of today’s French-
speaking Switzerland) the end of the 16th century was a period of inten-
sive witch persecutions, some of which were described in de monological 
works. Lambert Daneau, a theologian from Geneva, described massive 
witch-hunts in Savoy and noted that large numbers of female and male 
witches had fled from persecution:

... in Savoy and its surroundings the witches and male witches are 
so densely [congregated] as to make it impossible to root them out, 
although there are avid searches and a no less rigorous judiciary, 
until 80 of them from a single town of the region have been burnt 
in one year.20

Another theologian, Johann Jakob Wick of Zürich, also reported on 
these trials. According to his chronicle there were at the end of the 
16th century in Savoy:

... large numbers of witches and male witches, many of whom have 
been executed and are still being executed daily by the authorities 
in Bern and Geneva. A servant relates having seen many of them, 
large numbers of whom have been condemned, but many, too, have 
escaped.21

From all that has been handed down about the witch-finder Jacques 
Bocquet, he belonged to this latter group, having fled from the Calvinist, 
or possibly the more southern Catholic, part of Savoy across the moun-
tains into Franche-Comté. Here, he managed to scrape an existence and 
perform some of his past practices, but it was not long before he was 
again accused – and this time the outcome was fatal. The cunning man 
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was tried for witchcraft in the form of lycanthropy and condemned to 
be burnt at the stake.

Broken by the trial and Boguet’s interrogations, both he and Georges 
Gandillon gave accounts of unusual states of consciousness. One of 
them reported attendance at the witches’ Sabbat – but this attendance 
was not physical, it was ‘en âme’, that is in soul or in spirit. Gandillon 
recounted long periods of unconsciousness on certain days such as 
Maundy Thursday before Easter, from which it took him a long time 
to recover.

Such reports are reminiscent of the so-called ‘Benandanti’ from Friuli 
in the north of Italy, a mountainous area on the edge of the Alps, and in 
that sense similar to the Jura region. The Venetian Inquisition tracked 
down these people (whose name means as much as ‘do-gooders’) in the 
period 1575–1650 and tried them for heresy. Most of the Benandanti 
were men who had set themselves the task of protecting their villages 
from harm caused by witchcraft. They asserted that four times a year 
their spirits left their bodies and departed from their homes to fight the 
witches who were destroying their fertility and their harvests. To do 
this it seems they fell into a kind of trance. Inquisitors – such as Judge 
Boguet in Franche-Comté – interpreted these events as attendances of 
the witches’ Sabbat. In long interrogations they succeeded in making 
some Benandanti, most of them men, dissociate themselves from their 
self-perception as godly warriors fighting against destructive magic; the 
result was a complete turn-around such that the men came to accept 
the perception the authorities had of them as witches and witchmas-
ters.22 And it was for witchcraft that they were prosecuted.

The parallels between the utterances of the Benandanti in Italy and 
those of the werewolves in Burgundy are purely descriptive, and it 
must be pointed out in this context that the statements laid down in 
Boguet’s work and available to us today are not the original statements 
of the accused but are coloured by and interspersed with Boguet’s own 
theological interpretations. Whether or not the countermagical expert 
Bocquet and the suspected male witch Gandillon saw themselves, simi-
larly to the Benandanti, as chosen warriors who actively and regularly 
set forth in the services of the common good cannot be determined 
from the available Burgundy sources. What can be said is that, unlike in 
Friuli, no group structure existed, and we must assume that these were 
the deeds of individuals.

‘Gros’ Jacques Bocquet can be assigned more readily to the type 
of male healers found in other parts of the Empire, who were also 
victims of witch persecutions. In the Allgäu region of the Alps, the 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


18 Man as Witch

local witch expeller and seer Chonrad Stoeckhlin fell into trances, 
recounted trips in spirit between this life and the afterworld, visions 
which eventually brought Stoeckhlin himself under suspicion of 
witchcraft. His accounts set off a massive witch-hunt towards the end 
of the 16th century; he himself was tried for witchcraft and subse-
quently executed.23

Similar persecution patterns which began with accounts or de- 
nunciations of male magic specialists are also to be found in other 
regions of the Empire, as well as in France and Switzerland.24

Werewolf images

Werewolves were considered to be people who through some magic 
ritual had metamorphosed into wolves. The concept of animal meta-
morphosis is a cross-cultural one and is, indeed, one of the central 
myths of humanity. In Europe, as elsewhere, this concept was not 
restricted to specific animals.

With the exception of the north Germanic sagas in which the abil-
ity to metamorphose into wild animals was largely restricted to the 
gods,25 no clear-cut picture of what constituted a werewolf emerged in 
Central Europe. In the 8th century, Bishop Boniface gave a baptism 
sermon in which he admonished his flock to relinquish their belief 
in such metamorphoses, comparing this to transgressions of the Ten 
Commandents:

Listen, my brothers. You shall reflect well on what you proclaim at 
baptism. You have renounced the Devil and all his works and all his 
pomp. What then are the Devil’s works? They are pride, idolatory, 
envy, murder, abduction, adultery, all vices, theft, false witness, rob-
bery, gluttony, inebriation, slander, quarrelsomeness, anger, poison-
ing, the study of incantations and consulting soothsayers, and the 
belief in witches [in Classical Latin the term ‘strix’ denotes a blood-
sucking witch, R. S.] and fictive wolves ... These and other evil works 
are of the Devil.26

In the tradition of the church Boniface rejects lycanthropy as fictive, 
but at the same time his comments show that the concept of animal 
metamorphosis was widespread. However, it is not possible to infer any 
concrete werewolf images either from these sources or from the works 
of Burchard of Worms. From the latter, writing in the 11th century, 
we know that the term existed; his penitential stipulated that anyone 
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confessing to believe in lycanthropy should be given ten days’ penance 
on bread and water:

Have you believed, as some are wont to do ... that some people, when-
ever they so wish, can transform themselves into wolves, ‘werewolves’ 
as the Teutons say, or into some other form? If you believe this ... you 
must do a penance of ten days on bread and water.27

This article again confirms that the werewolf concept must have been 
one of popular culture, since church Latin, the language of contempor-
ary elite culture, knows no word for it and Burchard is thus obliged to 
use a colloquial German term in the text, adding ‘as the Teutons say’.28 
The offence was considered neither serious nor minor as the penalty 
was precisely the same as that given for receiving the host at mass with-
out previous abstinence.29

Burchard gives no more detailed record of what this concept meant 
to people of his time. Neither was the term used in contemporary court 
literature, so that no concrete description of the werewolf paradigm has 
been handed down for the German-speaking lands in the High and Late 
Middle Ages.30 Nor is it possible to reconstruct how widespread it was. 
Only the etymological root from the Old High German ‘wer’ meaning 
‘man’ points to a link between the ‘man-wolf’ and the male gender.31

More details about alleged werewolves can be found in sources and lit-
erature from the French-speaking areas of Central and Western Europe. 
In 12th century novels by Guillaume de Palerme a prince, turned by 
his stepmother into a wolf, cares like a mother for an abducted child, 
protects absconding young couples from their pursuers, and finally 
becomes a human being again.32

Two werewolves are also the focal point of two of Marie de France’s 
verse narratives, known as ‘lais’. Marie de France lived in England but 
was French-born and related French folk tales in the Norman and Breton 
tradition. In ‘Bisclavret’ she portrays a man as a victim of his wife. For 
reasons which are not described, the nobleman occasionally, but invol-
untarily, takes on the likeness of a wolf and confesses this secret to his 
wife. She, who is loved by another man, makes the most of this know-
ledge to permanently turn him into a wolf and thus to dispose of him. 
The bisclavret is finally able to escape his fate when the King and others 
are struck by the human-like, genteel, behaviour of the beast; thanks 
to another magic spell he is finally able to resume the form of a man. 
In the ‘lai de Melion’ a wolf leads his pack to lay waste to the entire 
land but is eventually also released from the spell which compelled him 
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to this aggressiveness and he is fully transformed back into a human 
being. The thus liberated person was also male.33

Gervase of Tilbury, Marshall to the Holy Roman Emperor Otto IV 
wrote his Otia Imperialia (Recreation for an Emperor) for his patron; 
here, he related folklore and tales from the French-speaking region 
where he lived around 1214. He was also interested in werewolf reports 
and described two alleged animal metamorphoses in which men 
became wolves out of sheer despair. Their brutality caused fear and dis-
tress in the forests of the Auvergne and Vivarais; nonetheless, they were 
able, by chance, to cast off the spell by which they had been bound and 
revert to being non-aggressive human beings. One of the two, who had 
torn apart and eaten children, was released from his fate by having a 
foot cut off.34 These tales reflect the basic constellation seen in Marie de 
France’s narratives.

Gervase uses in his tales a term for human wolves which was later 
used in the 16th century Franche-Comté werewolf trials:

We have seen in England that humans are often transformed into 
werewolves when the moon phase changes; the Gauls call this type 
of people ‘gerulfi’, and the English ‘werewolf’, ‘were’ in English 
meaning a man.35

The roots of the later French term ‘[loup]garou’ can be discerned 
in the word ‘gerulfus’. This seemingly Romanic term had developed 
from the concept ‘leu warou’. Whilst ‘leu’ can be traced back to the 
Latin noun ‘lupus’, the second part of the word ‘warou’ is derived from 
the Franconian word ‘wer’ meaning man. Through an abrasion of 
the consonants and a sound shift, ‘leu warou’ became ‘leu garoul’.36 
Gervase then re-Latinised this term and ‘gerulfus’, the French ‘gerulfus’ 
of the Middle Ages, became ‘loup-garou’, the early modern French word 
for this phenomenon. The etymology of the word ‘loup-garou’ then 
shows that in French-speaking regions the roots of the human wolf are 
clearly male.

An involuntarily brutal wolf also appears in a tale by William of Paris 
(known in France as Guillaume d’Auvergne) written around 1228. The 
wolf, who turned out to be a human male, was delivered from his fate 
by a saint. The author, a theologian and Bishop of Paris, presented this 
as an event which had occurred only in the imagination and not in 
reality: William of Paris considered the story a means of conveying the 
message that the belief in human wolves should be renounced and that 
any alleged transformation took place purely in the imagination. This 
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was fully in accordance with the church doctrine of the time which 
considered animal metamorphoses impossible.37 Werewolves were, 
doubtless, men but they did not exist in reality, being only figments of 
folkloristic imagination. Theologically, then, werewolves did not exist 
in the High Middle Ages.

The fact that the werewolf image was already distorted and mythi-
cized by sagas suggests that the concept of werewolves was probably 
widespread in French-speaking regions and had not only negative but 
also ambivalent connotations. The ostracized, the desperate: these were 
the people who through betrayal and fate were forced against their will 
to become beasts whilst maintaining their human nature and charac-
teristics, all of which again became predominant when the spell was 
broken. The view was that werewolves were victims – and men. A col-
lection of folkloristic and popular sayings published in old French in 
the 15th century makes this quite clear: ‘If it is a man’s fate to become 
a werewolf, then it is very likely that his son will also do so. And if he 
has a daughter and no son, she will become a “mar”, a “night mare”.’38 
Spirits called alp or mar, it was thought, could, by creating a feeling of 
suffocation, cause bad dreams, so-called nightmares.

This lore from popular culture of the late Middle Ages only links the 
werewolf paradigm to the male gender under specific circumstances. 
The ability to metamorphose could be bequeathed patrilineally; this 
explains why people believed in the existence of werewolf families. The 
quote from this 15th century source, then, does not indicate that were-
wolves were always male, but does confirm that this was considered 
to be the case when the werewolf fate was passed down within a close 
family group.

By Early Modern times, however, male werewolves in the area around 
St Claude in Franche-Comté were no longer victims (as their counter-
parts in the Middle Ages had been), but had become evil-doers, indeed 
they were viewed as infinitely aggressive beasts. There was no longer 
anything positive to be found in them, all ambivalence had disappeared; 
the werewolf image had changed. The same applies to the female were-
wolves of St Claude, for by this time the alleged werewolves captured in 
this mountainous territory were by no means all male.

Jean Bodin and the Catholic devil-wolf

Belief in animal metamorphosis is based on the assumption that there 
are evil elements in human beings which can express themselves in the 
form of autonomous beings. Typically, such beings look like animals and 
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lead a bloodthirsty nightlife. Almost the entire demonological lit erature 
of the Early Modern age rejected the idea of animal metamorphosis 
and declared such phenomena mere figments of the imagination.39 
Protestant demonology in particular, presented a uniform front, based 
on the teachings of Martin Luther.40 Belief in werewolves was only able 
to assert itself in certain branches of Catholic demonology; Bodin, a 
supporter of the theory of absolute monarchy and a political thinker, 
played a major role here. He regarded animal metamorphosis as real, 
and in a chapter of his ‘Démonomanie des sorciers’ entirely devoted to 
this subject tried to prove in detail that it was really possible.41

Unlike the witch-hunter Boguet in Burgundy, Bodin and his works 
were highly respected. Boguet was not appointed to the ‘Parlement’, 
the chief provincial court (which consisted primarily of jurists) until 
shortly before his death, whereas Bodin was long considered an author-
ity and cited as such in trials.42 Under Bodin, and as a direct result of 
his influence and his detailed descriptions, the ambivalent werewolf 
image underwent a dramatic development from the unhappy being of 
the Middle Ages to the threatening devil-wolf of the Early Modern era. 
The Christian werewolf was no longer a product of the human mind 
or a trick of the devil; it had become very real, and beneath the wolf-
skin were human beings who used magic arts to turn into fearful and 
threatening wild animals. Bodin cited contemporary reports to show 
how werewolves attacked children, tore them into pieces and devoured 
them. His reports went on to demonstrate that werewolves had devel-
oped a predilection for human buttocks, intestines and extremities, but 
that they also attacked livestock ‘... and cause[d] copious damage’.43 The 
werewolves were in the Devil’s service and their metamorphosis was 
one of Satan’s works. As wolves they also had intercourse with female 
wolves ‘... with the same lust as they were accustomed to with women’ 
and the human beasts gathered at night in remote and distant castles.44 
Bodin transposed the classic elements of Catholic teachings on witches 
to the old folkloristic werewolf image, showed werewolves to be real by 
citing numerous contemporary confessions or portrayals and attempted 
to prove this with reports from Ancient literature, extracts from the 
Bible and texts written by clerics.

Bodin’s Christian werewolf, then, was diametrically opposed to the 
werewolf of popular culture; all positive or ambivalent aspects had now 
disappeared. Werewolves were now devouring, destructive and aggres-
sive, had entered pacts with the devil, and were thus voluntary parties to 
a contract which designated them as cannibalistic variants of witches. 
Whereas the werewolf of the Middle Ages was an object, obliged by 
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external forces and through no fault of his own to act this way, the new 
werewolf was an active subject, operating of his own accord, albeit in 
the service of Satan. In the past, werewolves had been loners; now they 
performed their evil deeds in packs, in acts of collective aggression. 
Whilst the unhappy and outcast werewolf of mediaeval popular culture 
waited for deliverance and acceptance back into the Christian commu-
nity, the voluntary devil’s agent was seen only to be attacking this com-
munity and working towards its destruction. For this agent there was 
no chance of repentance and reintegration. As other folkloristic figures 
previously characterized by ambivalence, the werewolf figure had now 
been demonized. It had become imperative that werewolves be eradi-
cated and not that spells be broken. In short, the Christian werewolf 
had come to be a metaphor for the Devil who has invaded the Christian 
flock.45

Bodin’s werewolf is a diabolical, demonized being – as is the witch 
figure. The difference was, however, that ‘... men mostly transform into 
wolves’.46 Bodin was an influential demonologist and theoretician and 
his development of the werewolf figure alongside that of the male witch, 
created an additional, and this time primarily male, version of a witch-
craft crime, whilst simultaneously legitimizing the idea that genuine 
attacks by wolves might be ascribed to magical human aggression.

Such teachings were readily accepted in regions where the ecological 
conditions provided favourable habitats for wolves, where it was easy 
to relate Bodin’s doctrines to real occurrences. Even if the theological 
scepticism which still existed did not permit the idea of animal meta-
morphosis to become totally unchallenged reality, by transforming a 
werewolf prosecution into a distinctive variant of a witchcraft trial, per-
secution of werewolves had now been made possible.

By assigning the blame for an anonymous magical attack to a person 
in wolf’s clothing, evil could be personified and eradicated, for the wolf 
could be hunted down, captured and killed.

Werewolf trials and werewolf panics

The first known werewolf trials in Franche-Comté were conducted 
by ecclesiastical Inquisition courts. In 1521 the Principal Inquisitor 
appointed by the Pope for this region travelled from Besançon to Poligny, 
a largish village in the south of the county to question and try sev-
eral men. The accused admitted to having turned into wolves, attacked 
and mutilated several people. Two shepherds, Pierre Burgot and Michel 
Verdun, stated that they had entrusted themselves to the Devil because 
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they were concerned about their flocks and their own livelihood; the 
Devil, they said, had promised to protect them and to give them money. 
They had transformed into wolves by applying to their skin an ointment 
given them by the Devil. In wolf form they had taken part in night-time 
werewolf gatherings, but, they said, the trans formation had only been 
of short duration and they had returned to their human forms in a 
state of exhaustion. These two men and the other accused from Plasne, 
Michel Udon, Philibert Montot and Pierre Gros were executed in 1521 
for practising magic, for murder and heresy.47

Thirty years later another Inquisition Court tried a certain Pierre 
Tornier for lycanthropy. Tornier, a man from the foothills of the Jura in 
the south of the territory, admitted that together with his wife and sis-
ter he had committed 15 murders. The accused in this case faced both 
werewolf and witchcraft charges,48 clearly indicating that the court had 
already begun to draw parallels between the two crimes. All accused 
were burnt at the stake in 1551 without being granted the mercy of 
being strangled prior to the burning. They were to feel the excruciating 
pain of this gradual death and it was intended that the spectators should 
experience the agony of the dying as a ‘show of death’. The church 
authorities thus made it clear that this was intended as a deterrent and 
an attempt to stave off a possible werewolf epidemic. Werewolves were 
no longer outcasts or outsiders; the time had come to take an active and 
ruthless stance against them.

The Parliament in Dôle criticized the way the trial had been conducted 
because they felt they had not been duly informed by the Inquisitors. 
This indicates that the secular authorities were not only stating their 
claim to the right to prosecute werewolves and witches, but were doing 
so very pointedly.49 From this point onwards werewolves faced persecu-
tion by the secular authorities.

At the beginning of the 1570s attacks by wolves in Franche-Comté 
increased in number. A German-speaking student of Dôle University 
reported that wolves the size of donkeys had been seen to attack  people 
and livestock in the forests.50 In September 1573, the ‘Parlement’ of 
Dôle saw reason to introduce more suitable measures to counteract 
aggression by wolves. The Parlement was both court and administrative 
authority in Franche-Comté and as such a typically French institution 
with no administrative equivalent in any other territory of the Empire. 
Its members were recruited largely from the legal profession and were 
appointed by the Habsburg authorities on the recommendation of the 
Parlement. This Parlement, as all other similar institutions, remained 
the centre of secular authority during the 16th and 17th centuries, but 
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after the French conquest of Franche-Comté and resulting French cen-
tralization it degenerated to become, in practice, a defunct body with-
out decision-making powers.51 In 1573, however, the Parlement issued 
a regulation permitting the people to be armed in certain areas of the 
county, not as a defensive strategy against wolves but as an offensive 
aimed at the increasing number of humans magically transformed into 
wolves:

... this court has permitted and permits the residents and inhabitants 
of the named localities and others, irrespective of the hunting stat-
utes to assemble armed with clubs, halberds, pikes, arquebuses and 
other cudgels and without fear of punishment to hunt down the named 
werewolves wherever they might find, catch, shoot or kill them.52

In contravention of the otherwise binding statute which laid down 
the state’s monopoly with regard to arms, the court, as representatives 
of the Habsburg rulers, permitted the peasants to carry weapons in a 
form of organized self-help in the fight against werewolves. The edict 
was renewed the following year without any fundamental changes to 
the wording or content.53

In 1573 an alleged werewolf was finally caught in the pursuers’ trap. 
His name was Gilles Garnier and he lived in isolation with his wife and 
two friends near Cromary, north of Besançon in the densely forested 
region of Haute-Saône. This small group of people lived in a grotto in 
abject poverty, and so were at the very bottom of the lowest stratum of 
early modern society, and what is more had not long been in the region. 
Garnier came originally from the south of France but it is not known 
when he actually settled in the area. He was accused of ‘... the murder of 
several children who he had eaten and devoured as a wolf – and of other 
crimes and offences’.54 Garnier admitted under questioning, but with-
out torture, that he had attacked several children and had taken parts 
of their mutilated bodies back to his wife in their hermitage where they 
had eaten them on a Friday. This alleged werewolf, then, admitted not 
only to murder but to a sacrilege, to having eaten meat on a Friday, the 
day Catholics were required to abstain from meat. Garnier’s confession 
was a classic witchcraft confession, the core of which was the Devil’s 
pact to which he also confessed.55 He was burnt as a male witch in 1574; 
the fate of the other accused is not known.

In legal terms, the werewolf has by this time been transformed into a 
special variant of witchcraft offence. Garnier confessed without being 
tortured, and the idea springs to mind that there might have been a 
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real murderer concealed behind this wolf-devil. However, some of the 
scenes of crime were more than 60 kilometres from the hermit’s dwell-
ing and in view of his physical weakness, which seems to have been 
apparent at the trial, it appears very unlikely that he would have been 
able to cover such distances. In the course of the same trial another 
alleged werewolf by the name of Pierre Culfin56 was arrested; this time, 
however, the accused did not admit to the charge and was released on 
the condition that he appeared regularly before a representative of the 
relevant authorities.

The next werewolf panic did not break out in Franche-Comté until 
1598; this time it ended with 17 death sentences pronounced by 
Judge Boguet of St Claude. With these trials a change was seen in 
the gender of the accused werewolves: 70 per cent of those charged 
with lycanthropy in this ecclesiastical district were female. The 
werewolf paradigm was further feminized under the influence of 
massive witch-hunts in the entire region of Franche-Comté towards 
the end of the 16th century and remained thus until the end of the 
persecutions.

In the course of the werewolf panic at the end of the 16th century, 
a man was arrested in Baumes-les-Dames in the Doubs valley in 1599 
and accused not only of night-time attacks in animal form but of moral 
offences such as incest with his mother. A witness was struck by his 
piercing eyes, which she said were reminiscent of a wolf’s. He had a 
‘dangerous, hideous look. The way this sorcerer eyed me’.57

Another (female) witness also described Verjux’ appearance, testi-
fying ‘... a loathsome face, eyes which glowed like a cat’s and were as 
large as a blade, [and that his] mouth [was] open like that of a wolf’.58 
A third witness said Verjux appeared to her like a wolf, who followed 
her at night to her farmstead and whose presence she felt to be men-
acing.59 Verdux was initially suspected of witchcraft for three reasons: 
the animal-like features of his physiognomy; his reputation as someone 
who did not conform to the norm; and illnesses not explicable to the 
villagers. Suspicion led to trial. When convicted, Verjux attempted an 
appeal to the court at Dôle. The evidence was against him, but because 
he had not pleaded guilty to the crime, the court banished him from 
the country.60

In another case which occurred in 1605, two soldiers were chasing 
a wolf which had disappeared into a thicket when, not far from the 
place where the wolf had vanished, a man emerged from the bushes. He 
was immediately accused of being a werewolf. The accused, 50-year-old 
Jacques Valeur earned his living as a beggar and lived in a solitary forest 
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hut in a large area of forest north of Dôle. Denying the soldiers’charge, 
Valeur defended himself but then suddenly took to his heels and fled, 
hence reinforcing the initial suspicion. Valeur himself said that he 
suffered from fainting fits and severe headaches and finally admitted 
during questioning that he might possibly have eaten several children 
while experiencing these attacks. The totally bedraggled appearance of 
this clearly mentally disturbed suspect served the court as additional 
strongly incriminating evidence, and Valeur was burnt at the stake in 
Dôle in 1605.61

In 1604/5 a local court rejected accusations by villagers who filed 
charges62 against two neighbours for alleged night-time werewolf 
attacks. The court proceeded to turn the charge into one of witchcraft. 
The two women were subsequently condemned to death as witches. 
Another prisoner, Perrenette Glaon, however, was sentenced to death 
by burning for alleged lycanthropy because she ‘... [had] about 7 years 
previously transformed herself into a wolf and killed and eaten two 
children’63 In this case, the court used the term ‘loup’ (wolf) in the 
masculine genus rather than the feminine ‘louve’. This meant that 
women were now seen as being capable of turning themselves into 
brutal wild animals of the male gender and could be tried individu-
ally for this crime. Up until this point, courts had only brought such 
charges against women when they were suspected of committing 
these crimes in a group in which men were also involved. Perrenette 
Glaon was the first woman to be condemned for her alleged ability 
to turn into a brutal animal without having any connection with a 
mixed-gender pack of human wolves. Werewolves could now also bear 
feminine traits.

Several years later the case of Rolin Blanc came up; Blanc was a loner 
who, as Gilles Garnier in the previous century, lived in a forest hut or 
possibly a grotto. Blanc had been suspected of a tendency towards ani-
mal metamorphosis for some time before a local court decided in 1612 
that there were grounds for this accusation and had him arrested. He 
was burnt at the stake the same year.64

Another case in Jonvelle took a rather different turn. The seigneur-
ial court, which was independent of the ‘Parlement’ in Dôle, believed 
it had discovered a group of werewolves within its jursidiction. 
 Eighteen-year-old Francois Gousset was accused by almost the entire 
village of being ‘... commonly known as a male witch and sorcerer’.65 
A witness, Jean Thevenot, testified that he had recognized him in the 
form of a ‘large [fat] dog and black animal which immediately disap-
peared and which caused him great alarm’.66
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In the course of the trial, however, the original accusation became 
increasingly peripheral. The court no longer focussed on the alleged 
damage caused by Gousset but on his alleged participation in the col-
lective crime of witchcraft. His possible participation in the Sabbat 
was closely scrutinized. Both in terms of content and in a formal 
sense the werewolf charge became subordinate to a classical witch-
craft charge. For some time, a werewolf charge had been viewed as 
grounds for prosecution in its own right; this had now definitively 
changed. The images of witch, male witch and werewolf had not only 
merged into one, but the more powerful witch image had absorbed 
the werewolf paradigm. Gousset admitted that as a werewolf he had 
killed a goat, but went on to tell how he had killed a far larger num-
ber of animals through witchcraft.67 In the view of the prosecution 
Gousset caused considerably more damage as a male witch than as a 
werewolf.

Other similar cases also occurred in Jonvelle not long after Gousset’s 
execution. Gérard Horriel, Aymé Boutteiller and Jeanne Horriel were 
accused of having used magic to strike several people with diseases. 
The damage they had allegedly transmitted by magic ranged from 

Illustration 2.1 A wolf, or perhaps a werewolf, attacks two men just outside the 
town gate; the fact that one of the men is armed does not deter the aggres-
sive attacker. (Woodcut in Johann Geiler, known as Geiler of Kaisersberg, ‘De 
Emeis’, 1516. Johann Geiler preached in Strasbourg Cathedral, and in contrast 
to later theologians, Geiler thought of werewolves as personified devils and not 
as  metamorphosed humans.)
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deafness, to mental suffering and mental illness in the form of a state of 
 possession.68 The charge of animal metamorphosis played only a subor-
dinate role in this case and, interestingly and uniquely, referred here to 
a bull. The court’s official prosecutor accused the three persons of ‘hav-
ing transformed themselves into wolves and other red-coated animals 
or bulls’.69

A further similar case was that of Adrien Veille, an old man from the 
village of Montmorot. He was suspected of lycanthropy but was actu-
ally charged with witchcraft. It is not known how the case ended, but 
the evidence was clearly insufficient for a conviction and it is possible 
that Veille was released from custody.70

In 1632 the ‘Parlement’ in Dôle renewed the edict on organized wolf 
and werewolf hunts for large areas of Franche-Comté after hearing 
reports of wolf attacks on people and livestock. In fact, the authorities 
went even further this time and ordered paid hunters to be appointed. 
When wolves were sighted near a village, the church bells were to be 
rung and the villagers were to assemble and be counted. This way, thus 
the reasoning of the jurists, it would be easier to identify any absentees 
as werewolves.71

A year later, however, the same authorities in Dôle amended the 
edict and deleted the term ‘werewolf’; the human element had now 
been eliminated. Scepticism towards the concept of werewolves had 
gained the upper hand amongst the elite of Franche-Comté and this 
was reflected in amendments to official regulations. The werewolf had 
now officially disappeared at least in the more accessible regions of the 
county and from the procedures of the higher courts, but the witch 
and male witch lived on as objects of persecution and indeed suffered 
severely in the massive witch-hunts of the mid-17th century which fol-
lowed a period of relative calm between 1635 and 1655.

Local courts, however, continued to pursue werewolf accusations 
made by the people. In 1633, for example, a beggar by the name of 
Claude Beljacquet was indicted for committing brutal night-time deeds 
as a werewolf; the Parlement, however, intervened in the case and exiled 
Beljacquet from the country, thus implementing the new form of the 
edict.72 In 1657 a local court accused Renobert Bardel from the village of 
Ougney in the centre of the county of werewolf metamorphosis. In this 
case, there was no intervention by the Parlement, but Bardel was actu-
ally convicted for witchcraft and not lycanthropy.73 His two children 
and his mother died at the stake with him.

The concept of the werewolf remained particularly alive in the inaccess-
ible regions of the Jura, where several cases of alleged lycanthropy 
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came before the courts. Whereas, in Bardel’s case the werewolf concept 
appeared solely in the statements of the witnesses, including a son’s 
witness against his father, in the mountainous regions where there was 
little communication with more populated areas the werewolf para-
digm still held strong both among the local peasant population and 
local judges and thus appeared in the official prosecutions by the local 
courts. In particular in the jurisdiction of St Claude, which had its own 
imperial penal code, alleged animal metamorphoses continued to play 
an important role in some court cases. In 1643 a beggar named Claude 
Chastellan was arrested. Like others accused in the witchcraft trials of 
the earlier witchhunt period prior to 1600, he had migrated from Savoy 
and so did not belong to one of the established peasant families; in 
today’s terms he was a ‘foreigner’. Under torture he confessed to a pact 
with the Devil, to attending the witches’ Sabbat, to killing people and 
to lycanthropy. He was convicted of lycanthropy and burnt at the stake 
in St Claude in the same year.74

Another court condemned Claude Gaillard from Chavéria to death in 
the course of a major witch trial in 1661 and he was the only one of the 
accused to be indicted primarily for harmful magic and subsequently, 
in the course of the same trial, for lycanthropy. Initially, he only admit-
ted membership in a Devil’s sect but towards the end of the questioning 
he confessed to his alleged cannibalistic crimes; the court scribe merely 
noted down, in unusually brief form, ‘He sometimes used a skin to turn 
into a wolf and – thus transformed – he fetched children.’75 As in many 
witch trials in Franche-Comté by this time the charges of maleficium 
and even of aggressive lycanthropy, played only minor roles. Seven of 
the twelve charges against Gaillard were related to attendance of the 
witches’ Sabbat, and it was this which became the judges’ main focus of 
attention, with a total of five people thus charged. All the accused – two 
men and three women – died at the stake in Chavéria.

Women also continued to be charged with aggressive behaviour in 
conjunction with wolf metamorphosis; the pattern of werewolf charges 
in Franche-Comté had clearly acquired gender-neutral traits. In 1660, 
for example, Renoberte Simon, a woman from Chapelle d’Huin an iso-
lated village high up in the Jura mountains, was charged in an individ-
ual trial with animal metamorphosis. She was, however, released after 
refusing to admit to the charges.76

Three years later, charges of lycanthropy were made for the last time 
in this region in a case which aroused a great deal of interest. In the 
village of St Hymetière (situated at an altitude of 800 m in the foothills 
of the western Alps) there had been a large number of thefts, armed 
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robberies and even murders. After a protracted inquiry had brought 
nothing to light, suspicions began to centre around three brothers, 
Mathieu, Claude and Aymé Mathieu, and the local judge ordered their 
arrest. In the course of the trial, the charge of lycanthropy was added to 
those of violence and brutality. Yet, even in this remote area, far from 
any main road, lycanthropy now only played a subordinate role. Of 
the 126 charges placed against Mathieu Mathieu, the alleged werewolf 
crimes concerned the court for only a very short time and remained 
on the periphery of what was in fact the trial of a male witch.77 The 
brothers were generally considered belligerent and argumentative. One 
female witness incriminated Claude and Mathieu Mathieu by testify-
ing that she had recognized them raiding a house.78 Initially, the men 
admitted to none of the charges, although they did disclose their ten-
dency to physical violence when they frankly admitted beating and 
maltreating their wives.79 The court subsequently decided to employ 
torture in order to enforce a confession, with the result that all three 
brothers admitted a range of witchcraft crimes, including robbery com-
mited with the help of magic. When they finally also admitted to hav-
ing made a pact with the Devil, the death sentence seemed to be sealed. 
The case was, however, appealed to the Parlement in Dôle – the respon-
sible authority for such appeals in Franche-Comté – where the death 
verdict was overturned by a majority of the jurists and the trial declared 
unlawful. The judges justified their decision by saying that attendance 
at the Sabbat, as admitted by the accused, might have been a product of 
the imagination, and that the use of the ‘pricking test’ was not permis-
sible as a means of obtaining evidence. The court was thus obliged to 
release the three brothers80 and the last alleged werewolves returned to 
the Jura forests from whence they had come.

In summary, then, the werewolf trials began in 1521 with the death 
sentences for heresy pronounced by the Inquisition courts and ended in 
1663 with acquittals before secular courts. In the course of less than 150 
years the werewolf paradigm had changed completely. Starting in 1550, 
but more frequently from 1590 onwards, the courts integrated the were-
wolf charge into the witchcraft trials, defining it as a particularly brutal 
kind of maleficium. In the 17th century this interpretation became an 
integral part of demonology and was accepted by both the lower and 
the highest courts. The werewolf degenerated to one of many variants 
of maleficium and thus became a subordinate aspect of the witchcraft 
trials. The werewolf went and the witch came (see Figure 2.1).81 The 
werewolf hunt had effectively become a witch-hunt. In 1550 there was 
almost one werewolf trial for every two witchcraft trials, by 1600 this 
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figure had gone down to one in four, and with the turn of the century 
the proportion further decreased with the increase in the number of 
classic witchcraft trials. However, this does not mean that werewolves 
disappeared entirely from the history of Franche-Comté. Werewolves 
remained a symbol of a sinister threat representing dark, life-devouring 
forces, but as such returned to the realm of popular culture whence they 
had sprung.82 The edict amended by the Parlement in 1633 initially 
reflected only a change of opinion in learned circles, but it removed the 
legal basis for werewolf charges, thus effecting a turnaround in legal 
practice.

This was not the only change which took place in the character of 
the werewolf paradigm. Described by Ginzburg as a ‘... symmetrical pri-
marily male version of the ... primarily female ecstatic cult’83 werewolves 
eventually lost their dominantly male character. At the end of the 16th 
and throughout the 17th century the werewolf image in Franche-Comté 
was unmistakably gender-neutral. In the period 1520–70, 78 per cent of 
all alleged werewolves were men; between 1580 and 1670, 48 per cent 
were women.84

A further point for consideration is that most of those accused of 
lycanthropy came from the lowest echelons of society, a fact which did 
not escape the attention of Judge Henri Boguet in St Claude.85

Franche-Comté: ecology, economy and social control

The werewolf panics and the comparatively large numbers of were-
wolf trials in Franche-Comté are unique in Central Europe.86 In other 
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regions, legal cases against alleged werewolves were rarely anything 
more than isolated and individual cases. The other regions where a sig-
nificantly higher number of werewolf cases came before the courts were 
Austria, as well as Nassau and its neighbourhood,87 so that werewolves 
and their persecution by the authorities remained a marginal phenom-
enon in the Empire. Non-specialized sources still cite figures of up to 
30,000 persecuted werewolves;88 such figures do not bear scrutiny or 
comparison with original sources and, with our current knowledge, 
must be regarded as myths.

From 1548 to 1678 Franche-Comté was formally a part of the Holy 
Roman Empire and formed part of the Burgundian Circle of the Empire. 
From 1598 onwards, however, the region was ruled by an Archduke from 
Brussels as part of the Spanish Netherlands. Nonetheless, Franche-Comté 
remained politically independent and as Lucien Febvre, founder of the 
French Annales School, proudly remarked of his homeland, ‘... neither 
were the inhabitants Spanish under a Philip II, nor were they German 
under a Charles V’.89 Culturally, this land with its 400,000 inhabitants 
was French, politically it was a classical border-country uniting aspects 
of each of the two states’ organization. The norms of the Carolina, the 
Imperial Penal Code, influenced jurisdiction in Franche-Comté; how-
ever, the judicature, the Parlement, resembled French institutions.90 
Thus it is not surprising that Flemish-, German- and French-speaking 
students registered at the University of Dôle.

Dense forests are still a typical feature of the landscape in Franche-
Comté today. In the 16th century, the chronicler Gollut wrote in 
Besançon in 1590, it was possible to ‘traverse the entire county under 
trees’.91 With the exception of the Doubs valley, the fertility of the soil 
was so low that only marginal cultivation of the land was possible and 
only small and undemanding animals could be kept as livestock; most 
of the population lived from wood felling,92 with willow culture play-
ing an important role. In all parts of the county other than the valley 
of the Doubs, sheep farming was a major source of income, in contrast 
to most other regions of Central Europe where livestock farming did 
not play a central role in this period of history.93 Mountains, forests, 
low population density in many areas of the territory and a large num-
ber of sheep as ideal prey made this a suitable habitat for wild animals, 
and in particular for wolves. Given these conditions, it is not surprising 
that werewolf trials also became a part of the witch-hunts in Franche-
Comté; due to the large numbers of real wolves and the threat they 
posed to the local population and their livelihood, people came to iden-
tify these animals with the evil of harmful magic. The type of harmful 
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magic conjectured depended on the ecological and economic struc-
ture of the respective region. The werewolf paradigm then represents 
the maleficium variant typical of witch persecutions in early modern 
Franche-Comté.

The intensified persecution of werewolves as well as of witches and 
male witches must be viewed in conjunction with a weakening of the 
economy from 1590 onwards. First heavy production losses heralded 
the crisis of the 17th century and were the cause of high corn prices in 
Burgundy and other areas and, to make matters worse, were ac companied 
in the Alpine regions by long winters and cold summers.94

There were fewer werewolf trials after the death of the sovereign 
Phillip II. Under his successor Albert of Austria an intensive Counter-
Reformation began. The goal of this new policy was to enhance and 
strengthen Catholic teachings among laypeople and also among the 
clergy through the introduction of new orders to the country. At 
Albert’s insistence, Jesuits, Capuchins, Carmelites and Ursulines set 
up monasteries in Franche-Comté. These orders supported the rulers’ 
desired programme of new religious and denominational control. A 
‘renaissance catholique’95 went hand in hand with early modern social 
disciplining – as expressed by a plaque which the sovereign ordered 
to be prominently placed in the town hall of Besançon. ‘Foelicitatis 
Obedientia mater’96 – obedience (or subservience) is the mother of 
happiness.

However, werewolf persecution did not ensue from the culture of the 
elite but had been established in the region for a long time, as Judge 
Boguet remarked in his demonological work.97 The concept of malefi-
cium in the form of lycanthropy was widespread amongst the general 
population. This was reflected in the accusations made by many of the 
victims and witnesses of alleged lycanthropy, as the trials portrayed in 
this chapter show. The initiative to pursue and prosecute alleged were-
wolves did not only come from above, as in St Claude, but also from 
below – as many other trial documents show. The Catholic concept of 
witchcraft strengthened in Franche-Comté as the Counter-Reformation 
gained ground. Bodin’s work ‘De la Démonomanie des Sorciers’ in 
which, contrary to majority demonological opinion, he attempted to 
prove in theory the possibility of animal metamorphosis, was placed 
on the Pope’s list of heretical works in 1596 and from then on no longer 
provided a basis for werewolf indictments. The werewolf had served its 
time, and with Catholic teachings on witchcraft, the witch and male 
witch became the dominant figures. The witch paradigm became an 
integrative force, subsuming all other patterns. In 1604 the Archduke 
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in Brussels issued a decisive edict which provided a legal framework for 
far-reaching witch persecutions:

All those who in this age of circumspection [self-responsibility] are 
convinced that they have voluntarily attended devilish and detest-
able meetings or Sabbats of the male witches and the witches, or who 
outside of these [meetings] bring illness to people or animals or prac-
tise magic, will receive the death penalty.98

Albrecht of Austria as the territorial sovereign stipulated specifically 
that the death penalty for witchcraft crimes applied to both genders.

The werewolf simply had to change its name and live on in the guise 
of the female witch and the male witch. It was not necessary to invent 
a new male version of the witch, for in Burgundy the gender-specific 
characteristics of the werewolf had already waned.99 The closer the 
werewolf image came to the witch paradigm, the less this image bore 
clear resemblance to specific male or female roles.
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3
Male Witches on Trial: 
An Empirical Approach

I am an unhappy man and pain has made me admit to things 
which are not true ...
I have nothing to do with these things

(Niclas Fiedler, tried and executed as a 
male witch in Trier, 1591)

The persecution of large numbers of male witches was not restricted to 
the free county of Burgundy. To date, however, witchcraft research has 
only estimated the percentage of men persecuted throughout Europe. 
This chapter draws together the results of micro and regional analyses 
and the data they provide on gender distribution in witch trials, com-
pares the absolute numbers of men and women involved and, finally, 
looks into possible reasons for the marked differences between the dif-
ferent regions.

The individual fates behind the figures

In order to ascertain the percentage of male witches persecuted and 
executed it is necessary first to determine the total number of execu-
tions. In the past it was popular to quote numbers in their millions, 
but these have now been proven to be unrealistic and it is currently 
estimated that around 28,0001 to 40,0002 executions were carried out 
in the Holy Roman Empire of German Nations. However, not all those 
tried for witchcraft were condemned to death; since the advent of quan-
titative methods in witchcraft research it has become evident that not 
all trials ended in death and that any assumptions to the contrary must 
be consigned to the realm of myths. Indeed, the ‘execution rates’ var-
ied considerably from region to region; whilst 84 per cent of trials in 
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the Catholic county of Hohenberg in southwest Germany ended in the 
death sentence,3 in nearby Protestant Württemberg the figure was only 
about 33 per cent.4 In other regions, though, the relationship between 
religious allegiance and the number of death sentences was the reverse: 
in the Catholic Imperial City of Cologne only 38 per cent5 were con-
demned, whereas 80 per cent of the accused met their death in the 
Protestant city of Kiel.6

Witch trials are not, then, synonymous with the death sentence; 
depending on the respective ruler, territory, court or even type of trial 
the accused had varying chances of escaping the death penalty and 
being released from custody. These people are not immediately appar-
ent in the persecution figures, as these generally refer to executions; 
yet they, too, were victims. A release from custody in the early mod-
ern period cannot be equated to an acquittal in the modern sense 
of the word and is even further removed from our understanding of 
rehabilitation. The accused who were not executed remained in social 
isolation, were stigmatized7 and lived in constant fear that suspicions 
would be revived. The residual distrust remained. Exile was tantamount 
to a life on the roads – in frugal early modern society this frequently 
meant a life, and consequently death, in almost inconceivably wretched 
circumstances.

Witch trials often resulted in physical casualties. The commonly used 
strappado torture method must have led to the tearing of articular liga-
ments in the shoulders or, when additional weights were fixed to the 
victim’s legs to dislocation of the hip joints. The use of thumbscrews 
caused not only excruciating pain but also bone fractures. Torture, 
then, frequently caused irreparable physical harm. In an agrarian soci-
ety, victims of such practices were no longer fully employable and in 
the crisis-filled society of early modern times this generally meant there 
was no escaping a life of material and social destitution.

Trial protocols classically used as sources in research on witch-hunting 
generally tell us little about the fate of the accused who were released 
or banished, or indeed of that of their families. Some examples from 
the north of the empire (an area which will be discussed in more detail 
below) serve to provide a less abstract basis for an assessment of these 
issues.

In 1533 a man from Tønder in the Duchy of Schleswig-Holstein begged 
in desparation for the court to rehabilitate him and his brothers and sis-
ters and thus to relieve them of an old blemish on their characters; their 
mother had been burnt as a witch many years previously, and since her 
conviction her children had time and again found  themselves suspected 
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of witchcraft. The court, however, merely confirmed the legality of the 
execution and failed to contradict the clearly untrue rumours which 
had led to these suspicions.8 In the same region, in 1577, a man whose 
wife had been burnt as an alleged witch also appealed to the court, 
arguing that the sentence had exposed himself and his ‘poor, bereaved 
and unhappy children to insult, mockery and scorn’.9 Another woman 
fled from Mecklenburg, where she had been accused of witchcraft, to 
Holstein, but was not able to flee the rumours and was indicted again; 
stigmatization was effective across borders and over long distances.10 In 
another case, a 14-year-old girl was forced to watch her parents being 
burnt at the stake after being condemned as witches, and was subse-
quently threatened with the same fate if she did not fulfil the accepted 

Illustration 3.1 Torturing an accused man by hoisting him up by the arms whilst 
one of the executioners stretches his body downwards and others beat him with 
rods. Other instruments of torture can be seen on the floor: the iron ‘collar’ 
(below the left foot of the accused) and the frequently employed leg screws 
(bottom right). (Copper engraving from: Hermann Löher ‘Most Melancholy 
Complaint of the Pious Innocents’, Amsterdam 1676. In 1636, the court asses-
sor Löher fled from his encounters with witch persecutions in the Electorate of 
Cologne to the Netherlands, where he recorded his experiences of witch  trials 
of women and men. In: Alte Bibliothek, St Michael’s Grammar School, Bad 
Münstereifel)
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norms of a moral life.11 Individual husbands and whole village commu-
nities refused to accept women who had been accused, but acquitted, of 
witchcraft back into their homes or villages;12 here Schleswig-Holstein 
is no exception and such reactions were recorded in many different 
regions.13 Added to the personal and social stigmatization the victims 
suffered was the constant control exercised by the court over their 
future lives which, doubtless, had to conform rigidly to the social norm. 
This mental stress was often aggravated by the physical consequences of 
the trials. In one case, a woman attempted to evade a witchcraft charge 
made by a seigneurial court by fleeing to Kiel, a town with its own jur-
isdiction. She was nevertheless tried by the town council and tortured, 
after which one half of her body was paralyzed and she was no longer 
able to walk.14 Another woman who was acquitted in a witchcraft trial 
after two torture sessions in the town of Flensburg in 1608 bore clearly 
visible physical signs of this treatment.15 A frail 70-year-old woman 
from Saxony-Lauenburg who was only able to walk with the help of 
crutches was banished after a trial. Such a sentence was tantamount to 
a sentence of death as this woman would have been unable to survive 
without help from others in a strange land.16

The list of such cases could be continued; it is the concrete back-
ground to such individual fates which so clearly demonstrates the enor-
mity of the terror with which the witch-hunts pervaded early modern 
society. There were many facets to death sentences in witch trials. The 
death penalty did not have to be pronounced as such; death could come 
in the form of a ‘social’ or ‘material’ execution arising from ostracism 
from the community, or it could come in instalments as deprivation 
reduced survival chances.

Men were also struck by such fates. A case in 1658 is recorded in 
which a man from the island of Fehmarn was subjected to repeated 
accusations of magic after being acquitted in a witchcraft trial. A peas-
ant from Holstein saw a slander action as his only chance when he 
again found himself at the centre of suspicion 28 years after he had 
first been suspected and taken to court for witchcraft. Suspicions had 
remained latent all these years and had come to the fore again after 
almost a generation.17 Such stigma were hard to eradicate.

The above examples show that it was by no means only the people 
executed who were the victims of persecution. If we accept Levack’s 
figure of approximately 50 per cent death sentences in witch trials 
throughout Europe (but excluding Germany and Poland)18 then it 
appears that the estimated numbers of persecution victims cited at the 
beginning of this chapter are considerably higher than the estimates 
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given at the  beginning of this chapter would indicate. The following 
statistics therefore work with a broader interpretation of the term ‘vic-
tim’. When speaking of persecution or persecution victims throughout 
the book, this includes anyone taken to court for witchcraft, whatever 
the outcome. Execution rates as a benchmark for persecution are only 
meaningful to a point and should be complemented by numbers of 
accused – in as far as this can be expressed in statistical terminology.

One means of determining the proportion of men persecuted for 
witchcraft would be the so-called ‘Hexen-Kartei’ [Index of Witches] 
commissioned by Heinrich Himmler, the Nazi SS ‘Reichsführer’. The 
Index was compiled between 1935 and 1944 and listed 34,000 witch 
trials throughout Europe. However, it is not possible to make a projec-
tion from these data, as the evaluation of the records was inadequate 
and large groups of sources were ignored.19 The only alternative, then 
is to meticulously examine and bring together all empirical research 
undertaken to date – a painstaking exercise. The description which fol-
lows here is based on the results or evaluation of relatively new research 
which has investigated a broad set of materials to address a number of 
pre-defined objectives; these materials include not only court records 
but also execution lists, diaries, acquittal papers or chronicles. I have 
not made systematic use of local historical sources or contributions 
which have no explicit academic background or are based on chance 
data. As quantitative methods have gained international acceptance 
and are widely used in witchcraft research,20 there is a large amount of 
data available for the empire, although numerous regions have not yet 
been investigated.

There is, incidentally, no indication that the authorities deliberately 
destroyed files in order to distort or balance statistics in terms of gen-
der-specific differences. Even though no absolute figures are available, 
the statistics collected to date do permit us to draw conclusions regard-
ing the relative numbers of men and women persecuted. However, any-
one who is aware of the incomplete nature of early modern sources 
knows that any quantification can only be made with considerable 
reservations. Consequently, the following does not make any claim to 
completeness in the sense of having covered all witch trials; my aim 
is simply to show the trends. This also means that any figures beyond 
the decimal point have no real significance and thus were rounded up 
or down. These reservations are a necessary part of the attempt to con-
vert archive material into statistical values; reducing a source to data 
presented in a table can be problematic and should only be seen as an 
approximation.
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The individual fates behind the graphs

Historians who operate with quantitative methods aim not only to 
record historical phenomena in figures but to describe these phenom-
ena in specific ways, that is in tables, diagrams, curves in graphs and 
so on. Representing numbers or proportions in this way can, however, 
considerably distort the facts or make them seem falsely unambiguous.

Let me back this up with an example from historical witchcraft 
research. In an important publication, the proportion of men perse-
cuted as witches in the city of Vienna is given as 41.5 per cent.21 This 
figure is, as will be shown later, very high and far above the relative 
average. The quality of this information, however, is relativized when 
the absolute number of cases is known; in the course of the 200 years 
in which persecutions occurred in Vienna, five men out of a total of 
twelve persons were accused.22

This example shows that percentages can give false impressions if the 
data set used is too small. The significance of any data given increases 
as soon as relative and absolute figures are combined.

Other sources of distorted information are graphs in which one or 
other of the axes is extended or shortened as in, for example, bar graphs 
and line graphs. In order to avoid misleading impressions arising from 
proportions or graphs, I adhere to the following rules: Relative and 
absolute numbers in a given data set are presented in combination with 
one another. In line and curve plots the length of the horizontal x-axis 
is two to three times that of the vertical y-axis. Both axes always begin 
at zero.

The study area: the Holy Roman Empire of German nations

The area investigated is the so-called Holy Roman Empire in its borders 
of 1648; this empire encompassed the whole of central Europe, as well 
as parts of southeastern and western Europe. Even after the Peace of 
Westphalia (1648), when certain regions such as Switzerland and the 
northern Netherlands finally became formally independent, the Holy 
Roman Empire remained the largest state in Europe in terms of area. 
It reached from the North and the Baltic Seas across today’s Slovenia 
to the Mediterranean, from the English Channel far into present-day 
Slovakia. Various languages were spoken: German in numerous coun-
tries, Flemish in the Spanish Netherlands, French in Franche-Comté 
and Lorraine, Danish in Holstein, Italian in the southern Alpine areas 
and Slavonic languages in the eastern and southeastern regions.
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The name of the empire is derived from claims made by the rulers 
of the Middle Ages who strove to pursue the tradition of the ancient 
Roman Empire, for according to a prophecy in the Old Testament, the 
world was to collapse after the downfall of four large empires.23 For this 
reason, Popes from the early Middle Ages onwards conferred the honour 
of the title ‘Emperor’ on Charlemagne and a number of his successors in 
order to ensure the endurance of the fourth empire, and thus making 
them the patrons or protectors of Christianity in the occident. The term 
‘of German Nations’ was first found on an official imperial document 
in 1486 and was not in common usage until the 16th century.

Because of both its pre- and its supranational character the empire 
never became a national state in the modern sense, unlike its neigh-
bouring states Spain, France or England. The Holy Roman Empire is not, 
then, identical with Germany, which only existed as a united nation 
after 1871; what is more, there was no concept of a German nation 
in the early modern period.24 In 1519, as the witch-hunts were begin-
ning in Europe, Charles I of Spain, who had been brought up in the 
Netherlands and spoke little German, was elected leader of this empire. 
As the French philosopher Voltaire mocked in the 18th century, this 
state was ‘neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire’ – nor, one should 
add ‘entirely German’.

The emperor was at the head of the political system but he had 
yielded wide-reaching powers to the regional and local rulers, the 
so-called imperial estates: Princes, Prince-Bishops, Dukes, Margraves, 
Landgraves, Abbots, Grand Masters of Orders, Counts, Councils of 
Imperial Free Cities and even local knights had begun in the late 
Middle Ages to transform their territories into autonomous individ-
ual states. Although the borders of the empire were determined by 
commitments laid down in old feudal law, contemporaries did not 
view these lines as rigidly as modern cartography would suggest. In 
the 16th and 17th centuries the empire became a patchwork of 300 
quasi-sovereign states and 1500 local estates belonging to minor ter-
ritorial lords whose rulers determined their subjects’ religious alle-
giance: subjects had to follow the belief of their ruler. Following 
Catholicism and Lutheranism, Calvinism was introduced as a third 
religious de nomination in some territories. After 1580 the secular 
Catholic territories such as Bavaria and Inner Austria existed alongside 
ecclesiastical Catholic Prince-Bishoprics such as Würzburg and Trier, 
Protestant-Lutheran territories such as the Electorate of Saxony and 
Württemberg or Protestant-reformist territories such as the Electorate 
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of Palatinate.25 The Imperial Free Cities were mixed-denominational 
islands within these territories.

Nonetheless, the Emperors Maximilian I and Charles V were able 
to consolidate the Emperor’s authority and implement a number of 
reforms. By means of several juridical regulations and the introduction 
of central organs of jurisdiction, such as the Imperial Chamber Court or 
Imperial Aulic Council, and of a central Imperial Penal Code they were 
able to stipulate common legal principles and regulations with respect to 
legislation and the dispensation of justice in the individual territories of 
the empire. These standardization measures generally contributed to the 
development of a common concept of justice26 and played an im portant 
role in the witch-hunts throughout the Holy Roman Empire.

Map 1 The Holy Roman Empire (1648)
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Justice: the Caroline Code

The new Penal Code which Charles V wished to introduce had first to 
be accepted by the assembly of the estates of the empire, the Imperial 
Diet. After protracted debates and at the fifth attempt the Diet finally 
agreed to a central law; the Constitutio Criminalis Carolina, named after 
Charles V and abbreviated to CCC or Carolina, remained valid into the 
18th century.27

The Caroline Code, then, standardized law enforcement in this multi-
faceted empire; only a few regions, such as the Spanish Netherlands, 
proved an exception to this. The new Criminal Code nonetheless did 
justice to the individual princes, for individual, regional criminal pro-
ceedings were also still permitted, provided they did not contradict this 
new imperial regulation in spirit or content.

The CCC adopted the new demonology in as far as it declared alleged 
witchcraft a crime liable to public prosecution so that charges were no 
longer placed by one individual against another but the state authorities 
were required to prosecute a supposed witch or male witch on their own 
initiative. The old axiom of Germanic popular law, Where there is no 
complainant, there shall be no judge, the principle of accusatory pro-
cedure, was not precluded by the Carolina, but it was complemented by 
this new and different inquisitorial procedure. As allegations of witch-
craft were now primarily to be officially pursued, this meant that the 
function of complainant and judge had been merged into one. In other 
words, witchcraft was now considered a contravention of the God-given 
general order of things, and no longer as an injury committed against 
another individual.

§109 of Charles V’s Caroline Code stated that burning was to be the 
punishment for proven maleficium. This paragraph did not, however, 
include the devil’s pact or the witches’ flight as criminal offences. Men 
and women were equal before the law in witchcraft charges. §44 of 
the Caroline Court Code laid down that anyone was to be suspected 
of sorcery who offered to teach magic, threatened or (allegedly) prac-
tised maleficium, who consciously had contacts with others suspected 
or known to practise magic, who used real or verbal magic charms or 
was reputed to employ magic. This left a great deal of room for inter-
pretation. Torture was legitimized in §60 of the CCC, thus detaching 
the circumstantial evidence named above from actual evidence so that 
through the use of force, a confession as the queen of all evidence might 
be obtained. In keeping with the new theory on evidence, the Code did, 
however, stipulate in §52 that material evidence of the use of  sorcery 
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should also be sought. To counteract earlier arbitrary acts of justice, §219 
obliged the courts to obtain external expertise. In the case of ambigu-
ous evidence, then, local courts were obliged to obtain advice from, for 
example, the law faculties of universities before employing torture.28

The authors of the Carolina also made other attempts to restrict the 
use of torture, whilst at the same time leaving the final decisions to the 
individual judges. There were, however, no regulations for witchcraft 
or any other trials which stipulated a maximum duration for torture 
sessions or stated whether a victim could be repeatedly subjected to 
torture. The use of torture not only solved any problems arising from 
insufficient evidence but also made it possible to condemn almost any-
one suspected of a capital crime. The trial specifications laid down in 
the CCC, however, diverged widely from the practice of the witch per-
secutions. Although the Imperial Chamber Court did attempt to pre-
vent deviations from the legislation, it had only very limited power to 
intervene in the witch trials of the individual territories.29 Many ter-
ritorial sovereigns did not accept the Code’s definition of the crime of 
witchcraft, nor did they define the crime in their own legislation, with 
the result that conventional legal traditions and political requirements 
influenced the persecutions in the various territories.

Torture was the ‘core’ of the trials and as its use was not properly 
restricted, many courts tended to make ‘short work’ of the accused. 
The majority of cases then did not reflect the pattern envisaged by the 
CCC but were more akin to the procedure proposed by the Dominican 
monk Institoris in his infamous The Hammer of Witches written in 1486. 
Torture was ordered to be used if no tangible circumstantial evidence 
was available, the credibility of witnesses was not investigated, repeated 
use of torture was described as a continuation of the original torture, 
and no opportunity was given for a victim to retract a plea of guilty. The 
courts, then, failed to observe the stipulations of the CCC, and  broken 
arms, dislocated joints, bloody bodies, fainting attacks, and death from 
disease in the cold and damp of the dungeons were, thus, all common 
accompaniments of witchcraft trials in the Holy Roman Empire.

Sorcery trials, gender and the late Middle Ages

Traditional sorcery trials of both female and male suspects, the main 
element of which was maleficium, were held throughout the entire 
Middle Ages.30 The word ‘witch’ was used for the first time in 1377 
in a register of offences, and mentioned again in 1402 in the context 
of a death sentence by burning which took place in Schaffhausen in 
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present-day Switzerland.31 From the sources available today, we can 
deduct that more than two decades later, there was a massive wave of 
persecutions in Valais (Switzerland), in the Dauphiné (France) and in 
the Savoyan Alps (Italy).32 From 1430 onwards, witch trials became 
increasingly distinct from heresy and sorcery trials. The accused were 
charged with infanticism followed by cannibalism, charges which had 
not been made in heresy trials.33 With the Council of Basle (convoked 
in 1431) as the intellectual discussion arena and with the beginnings 
of book printing, the new witch definition spread to numerous regions 
of the empire. After 1435, charges of alleged magical aggression elicited 
changes not only in the nature but also in the number of witchcraft 
 trials.34 Persecution was no longer of an individual nature but appeared 
to be working in a kind of network, heralding the mass executions of 
the 16th and 17th centuries.

The new facets of the witchcraft paradigm became obvious in the first 
part of the 15th century. The complete pattern is reflected in the trial 
held in 1438 of Pierre Vallin, an old man from La Tour du Pin in southeast 
France. He confessed under torture to the Devil’s pact, an infanticide, 
weather magic and to the witches’ flight, in short to all the elements 
of a sophisticated witchcraft trial.35 This early trial, which dates from 
the years in which the concept of a witchcraft offence was only just 
emerging, also indicates that, in contemporary thought, both men and 
women could belong to the new sect. The judge, Claude Tholosan, who 
wrote a tract summarizing his experiences as a judge in the Dauphiné, 
describes almost without exception a gender-neutral offence, since he 
nearly always uses the Latin masculine plural (the grammatical form 
used to describe mixed gender groups) in his depictions of the witch 
community.36 A contemporary witness, the chronicler Hans Fründ 
reports of numerous ‘man und wip’, men and women, who were burnt 
in the course of the first major witch trials around 1430.37

In the trials of the late Middle Ages there was a transformation in the 
witch stereotype; women and not men were increasingly being charged 
with sorcery offences. On the basis of a study which examined almost 
900 sorcery and witchcraft trial records in Europe, we can assume that 
about three quarters of those tried between 1300 and 1349 were male, 
but that this proportion sank to one quarter in the period 1450–99.38 
These gender proportions remain representative even though this 
investigation has since been complemented by more detailed recent 
research. The development can be particularly clearly seen in the Swiss 
trials of the 15th century: whereas the Inquisitor Ulric de Torrenté saw 
men as representing two thirds of the target group in his persecutions, 
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the witch concept increasingly came to be associated with women in 
the second half of the century, albeit with asynchronous developments 
in the various regions.39 Despite these developments, men formed the 
majority (out of a total of 34) of those accused in the well-known ‘vau-
derie d’Arras’ mass trials of 1459–61 in the Duchy of Burgundy.40 These 
trials – distinguishable from other trials of the late Middle Ages by the 
new criterion of the devil’s pact – possessed no explicit gender-specific 
character.

The west: Franche-Comté, Montbéliard, Lorraine, 
the Saar region, Electorates of Mainz and Trier, 
Luxembourg, Eifel-Counties, Spanish Netherlands

After a number of different affiliations the free county of Burgundy, 
known since 1366 as ‘Franche-Comté’ and its capital Dôle, formed part 
of the Burgundian Circle of the Empire from 1515/1548–1678. Franche-
Comté remained almost untouched by the Reformation and was Catholic 
for the entire period of the witch persecutions. From 1530 onwards the 
territorial sovereign permitted the use of torture and in 1604 imposed 
the death penalty on maleficium and alleged visits to the witches’ 
Sabbat; these rulings by the reigning Archdukes went far beyond the 
imperial legislation of the CCC. When the territory became part of 
France in 1678, Louis XIV ordered an end to be put to all witchcraft 
trials.41 There is evidence of 795 people tried for witchcraft in Franche-
Comté between 1434 and 1676; 33 per cent (or in absolute  figures, 262)
of the accused were men. The execution rate was 60 per cent for women 
and 55 per cent for men.42 With a population of around 400,000 and a 
total of approx. 800 trials Franche-Comté was an area with a roughly 
average level of persecution.

The Principality of Montbéliard (German Mömpelgard) belonged to 
the empire from 1535–1793. The ruling dukes of Württemberg estab-
lished Lutherism here,43 with the result that part of the population still 
adheres to the Protestant-Lutheran church today. At least 205 witch 
 trials took place in this small territory between 1554 and 1661; 82 per 
cent of the accused were women and 18 per cent men, the execution 
rate was 78 per cent for men and 74 per cent for women.44 It should be 
noted that Württemberg’s own legislation – which was stricter than the 
CCC – was applied in witchcraft offences.

The Duchy of Lorraine formally belonged to the Holy Roman Empire 
and its Upper Rhine circle, but in fact it was politically and judicially 
independent. Its rulers were prominent members of the Catholic French 
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League and as such had strong dynastic ties with Bavaria, the prime 
Counter-Reformation force in the empire. The Bishoprics of Metz, Toul 
and Verdun, however, came under French administration between 1552 
and 1559. Lorraine had its own territorial legislation and jurisdiction 
which were, however, influenced by the CCC.45 With 3000 accused and 
a conviction rate of 90 per cent and a population of about 400,000,46 
Lorraine must be classified as one of the persecution hotspots. We can 
assume a proportion of 72 per cent women to 28 per cent men.47 Regional 
studies48 confirm this figure, as the proportion of men fluctuated in the 
various districts of Lorraine between 20 per cent and 36 per cent.

The mixed-denominational region known as the Saar Region included 
parts of northern Lorraine, the county of Nassau-Zweibrücken, parts of 
the Electorate of Trier and other locally ruled areas. The CCC formed 
the legal basis of the witch persecutions but was complemented by spe-
cial decrees and legal traditions. Of 591 accusations in total, 28 per cent 
were male, whereby there was a difference between Catholic regions 
(29 per cent) and Protestant regions (20 per cent). The execution rate of 
91 per cent for men was slightly higher than that for women.49 The Saar 
region was thus an area of intensive persecution.

The greatest persecution in German-speaking lands took place in the 
Electorate of Trier at the end of the 16th century. As records are scarce, 
we can only base assumptions as to the number of victims and gen-
der relations on those records which are available. A local magistrate, 
Claudius Musiel made meticulous lists of over 400 people executed and 
1300 people named in trials within the eight years from 1586 to 1594; of 
those executed, 94 – that is 27 per cent – were men. We can assume that 
for the area around Trier the proportion of men was somewhat higher, 
in the region of 33 per cent.50 Two other regional studies confirm that 
the proportion of men accused of witchcraft was around 25 per cent 
and 30 per cent respectively.51 Like many other territories in early mod-
ern times, the Catholic Electorate of Mainz with its centres Mainz and 
Aschaffenburg, was not a self-contained, enclosed territory. This elect-
orate played a special role in that the Bishop of Mainz sim ultaneously 
held the position of Archchancellor of the empire. The region’s modi-
fied version of the CCC provided the legal basis for the territory’s 
witch persecutions. Between 1601 and 1629, 965 people were executed, 
24 per cent of them male.52 In Miltenberg 46 per cent of those executed 
were men53; the execution rate following the 239 trials was 87 per cent 
for males and 77 per cent for females.54 With a total of about 2000 
accused, the Electorate of Mainz was also one of the empire’s hotspots 
of witch persecutions.
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In the Counties of Blankenheim and Gerolstein in the Eifel Mountains, 
which were ruled by the Catholic house of von der Manderscheid, 
Counter-Reformation and witch-hunts were initiated pretty much 
simultaneously. Of 259 proven witch trials between 1580 and 1638, 246 
(that is, 95 per cent) ended with the death penalty.55 80 per cent of 
those burnt were women and 20 per cent men.56

The Spanish Netherlands, inherited in 1477/1543 by the Habsburg 
dynasty, and the Free County of Burgundy formed the Burgundian 
Circle of the Empire. Although the treaties of 1548 secured the Spanish 
Netherlands the continued protection of the empire, the territory was 
exempt from imperial laws and decisions of the Imperial Chamber 
Court, and as such, was more of an ancilliary to than an integral part 
of, the empire. In 1551 Charles V handed over these sovereign terri-
tories to the Spanish Habsburg line. After 1648 the southern part of 
the territories remained under Spanish and thus ultimately Catholic 
sovereignty. There is some justified dispute as to whether the territory 
belonged to the Holy Roman Empire but it is beyond the scope of this 
work to discuss such issues. Since it did, however, formally belong to an 
institution of the empire, the data for this region are used in this evalu-
ation; this is not intended as an attempt at defining the real boundaries 
of the empire. Despite their initial scepticism, towards the end of the 
16th century, the authorities tightened the witchcraft laws, declaring 
witchcraft a crime against God and King.57 Torture was already widely 
used long before this time, in witchcraft as in other trials. In the 1590s 
two decrees were issued on behalf of the King (who had next to nothing 
to do with their content, it was the Secret Council in Brussels that dealt 
with such matters) intended as a means of regaining a grip on trials that 
were getting out of hand.

Recent, as yet uncompleted, critical studies indicate that the num-
ber of men accused in the Duchy of Luxembourg was considerably 
higher than assumed to date. Between 1560 and 1683 approximately 
3000 trials took place in this part of the Spanish Netherlands. Courts 
pronounced 2000 death penalties, and about one quarter, or possibly 
more, of those suspected were men.58 In the small County of Namur the 
data available shows 366 accused between 1509 and 1646; 92 per cent 
were women and only 8 per cent men.59 As the sentences were not 
recorded for a decisive number of trials, it is not possible to calculate 
the  execution rate.

In the Cambrésis territories (part of the Lower Rhine Imperial Circle), 
Artois, Lille-Orchies and Tournai which were partially French after 
1659, 245 death sentences were pronounced for witchcraft between 
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1550 and 1700.60 In Cambrésis, 18 per cent of a total number of 294 
charges were against men, but the execution rate of male witches in 
the same region was higher at 60 per cent than that of female witches 
at 46 per cent.61

The county of Flanders was also a member of the Burgundian Circle of 
the Empire although legally parts of the county remained a fief of the 
French king into the 16th century; it was also one of the most urban-
ized territories in Europe. The court records often make no distinction 
beween sorcery and witchcraft trials. In the 285 trials which can def-
initely be classified as witchcraft trials, 209 of the accused were women 
(73 per cent) and 76 men (27 per cent).62

The southwest: Baden-Baden, Ellwangen, Hohenberg, 
Hohenlohe, Hohenzollern, Mergentheim, Swabian-Austria, 
Further Austria, Vorarlberg, Vaduz, Württemberg

The data for this scattered region in the southwest of the empire is best 
presented in a table.63

In the entire southwest, the rules of the CCC formed the legal basis 
of the witch persecutions. From 1567 onwards, the Protestant territory 
of Württemberg punished alleged pacts with the Devil even when no 
maleficium was involved, thus intensifying the laws valid throughout 
the empire. The Electorate of Palatinate, a Calvinist territory, rejected 
witch trials, whereas regional trial patterns appeared to be common in 

Vorarlberg.
In the principality of Vaduz (Liechtenstein) approximately 200 people 

were taken to court and accused of witchcraft. The percentage of men 
executed in the period 1598 to 1689 was high at almost 40 per cent, and 
for the most severe period of persecution between 1669 and 1680 it was 
as high as 60 per cent.75

The southeast: ‘Bavaria’, Salzburg, ‘Austria’

The region designated ‘Bavaria’ in this study was not as het erogeneous 
as the southwest of the empire, but was nonetheless divided up among 
various rulers. The Catholic Duchy of Bavaria – an Electorate after 
1623 – was the centre of the German Counter Reformation. Other 
large territories in the region were: the Catholic Prince-Bishoprics of 
Passau, Augsburg, Eichstätt, Freising, the Prince-Abbey Kempten and the 
split denominational county of Oettingen, as well as various smallish 
Calvinist lands.
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At the peak of the witch-hunts around 1590, the Duchy of Bavaria 
had no homogeneous legal foundation of its own for the juridical proc-
esses involved. The legal groundwork was finally completed at the 
beginning of the 17th century, but had, despite its severity, few dras-
tic  consequences.76 From 1586 to 1730 the Duchy of Bavaria saw about 
1500 people accused; in the entire region covered by Bavaria today, 3250 
witch-trials and over 900 executions were carried out in this period.77 
‘Bavaria’ then was not one of the areas of most intensive persecution.

Unfortunately, no precise figures are available for the gender relation-
ships in the witch persecutions of the southeast part of the empire, an 
area which has been investigated by one of the most renowned scholars 
in the field of German witchcraft research. Nevertheless, certain  figures 
can be established. In the first major witch-hunt around 1590 the num-
ber of female victims in the Duchy of Bavaria is estimated at about 
80 per cent.78 In part of a later phase, from 1608–16, the proportion of 
men tried before Bavarian regional courts rose to 25–35 per cent and 
increased again in the 1629–30 period, this time to over 50 per cent.79 
A regional study for the 17th century shows that the gender propor-
tion must have increased similarly in Lower Bavaria. In the area around 
Mitterfels men increasingly became the victims of persecution; there 
were 102 arrests of men between 1584 and 1737. This represented a high 
63 per cent of all persecution victims, but was surpassed by the figures 
for the Prince-Bishopric of Freising where 97 per cent out of a total of 60 
people accused between 1715 and 1717 were male.80 In other, smaller 
‘Bavarian’ territories the gender profile appears to have been clear: In 
the Prince-Bishoprics of Augsburg and Eichstätt 99 per cent out of 100 
accused and 85 per cent out of 279 accused, respectively, were female. 
A major surge of trials was initiated by the denunciations made by the 
herdsman Chonrad Stoeckhlin, accused as a male witch in the village 
of Oberstdorf on the edge of the Alps.81

In the Protestant Margravates of Franconia, which came to Bavaria 
in 1623, 113 witch trials have been verified for the 16th century, only 
7 per cent of which involved men.82

One of the largest mass trials in the history of witchcraft was held in 
a part of the Bavarian Circle of the Empire, the Prince-Archbishopric 
of Salzburg. In the so-called ‘Sorcerer Jack trials’, which took place from 
1675 to 1681, about 200 people were charged with witchcraft, approxi-
mately 70 per cent of them male. Between 124 and 141 people died 
either in the course of the trial or by execution order.83 Further research 
has shown that, even apart from these mass trials, a high proportion 
of those persecuted in Salzburg were generally male (60 per cent). 
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At 79 per cent the execution rate for men was considerably higher than 
that of women (45 per cent).84

The duchies of Carinthia, Carniola, Styria, the Arch-Duchy of Austria, 
and the County of Tirol had belonged to the Austrian Circle of the 
Empire since the 16th century. The House of Habsburg and the empire 
held the territories together; after gaining Bohemia and Hungary in 
1526, Austria’s position tended to be as an ancillary to, rather than a 
ruling party of, the empire. A complete Habsburg state as such did not 
exist until the Tirol line died out in 1665, a date which is still relevant 
for this study because the most drastic period of witch persecution in 
Austria (with the exception of Tirol) did not begin until the middle 
of the 17th century, after the process of re-Catholicization had been 
completed.

Illustration 3.2 Five male witches and one female witch are being burnt, an 
alleged delinquent broken on the wheel: the execution of members of the 
Gämperl or Pappenheimer family and two other ‘accomplices’ in Munich in 
1600. The youngest son is being forced to watch the event (top right). Having 
no fixed abode, these vagrants roamed the countryside and villages, earning 
a living by emptying cesspits, or by begging. The Pappenheimers became the 
scapegoats for a large number of alleged crimes; under torture they confessed 
to murdering over 100 people, although not a single body was actually found. 
They also admitted to numerous cases of arson, theft and witchcraft, and finally 
also named more than 400 alleged accomplices. Duke Maximilian of Bavaria 
decided to make this case a precedent, intending it to serve as a deterrent to 
other vagrants (Stadtmuseum Munich, Grafiksammlung M I/532.)
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Regional police regulations provided the legal basis for persecu-
tions. Whereas sorcery was not a capital crime in Tirol until 1573, the 
au thorities in Styria adopted the relevant articles of the CCC almost 
literally. Although the Carolina was the basis for legal proceedings 
from 1532 onwards, the authorities were slow to transfer the terms to 
the Territorial Court ordinances. The Ferdinand III Code of 1656, the 
Ferdinandae, helped to unify court proceedings and served as an arche-
type for other regional legal codes in the Austrian Habsburg heredi-
tary lands. It specifically named visits to the witches’ Sabbat a criminal 
offence, thus intensifying the persecution of alleged witches.85 

Witch trials in Austria continued into the middle of the 18th century 
when the Empress Maria Theresa finally put an end to them. Shortly 
before her decree became law in 1758, she wrote, ‘It is certain that witches 
are only to be found where ignorance is rife. Where efforts are made to 
be rid of ignorance, no more will be found. This man [Polak, an accused 

Illustration 3.3 The execution of a male witch. Simon Altseer of Upper Bavaria 
admitted under torture to sacrilege involving the host, to causing sickness, com-
mitting murder and working weather magic: because of the particular sever-
ity of these crimes, the old man was first mutilated by the executioner. After 
this comes death at the stake – the fire can already be seen blazing. Death by 
burning was the most common type of death penalty imposed for witchcraft 
in Central Europe, for men as for women, with the exception of the Habsburg 
territories where the delinquents were usually first beheaded and their bodies 
then committed to the flames (Leaflet from 1666, in: Stadtmuseum Munich, 
Grafiksammlung M I/320.)
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witch] is no more one [a witch] than I am ...’.86 This not only challenged the 
theoretical foundations of witch persecutions but referred to a specific case 
in which a male witch was under trial. It is not surprising that she spoke of 
a male witch, since in the majority of the Austrian hereditary lands men 
were more frequently charged with witchcraft than in other territories.

In Upper Austria more than three quarters of those indicted for witch-
craft were men; 77 per cent87 out of a total of 56 victims for the period 
1570–1780. In Lower Austria the total number of accused between 1528 
and 1730 was 120, 34 per cent of them men.88

The majority of witch-hunts in Carinthia were also primarily aimed at 
men; 68 per cent of a total of 218 accused between 1492 and 1765 were 
alleged male witches.89

In Styria, where almost one-third of all the trials in the Habsburg 
hereditary lands took place, figures for the 200 years from 1546 to 1746 
show that 39 per cent out of a total of 879 accused were men.90

The waves of witch-hunts in Tirol and the Bishopric of Brixen occurred 
earlier than in other Austrian territories. Here there are records of 242 
cases filed against 420 persons. If we ignore the small number of chil-
dren implicated and the problems involved in distinguishing between 
sorcery and witchcraft trials, men composed 48 per cent of the total. 
Numerous sagas still popular in these Alpine regions today which tell of 
legendary sorcerers such as ‘Hans Kachler’ and ‘Pfeifer Huisele’ can be 
traced back to men actually condemned as male witches91

Carniola (which covered part of today’s Slovenia) stands out among 
the Austrian territories in that the witch concept was more female-
 oriented, although the proportion of 85 per cent given for a total of 495 
accused is somewhat dubious, since no gender was mentioned for over 
a quarter of the trials.92

Generally speaking, the ‘Austrian’ authorities were comparatively 
lenient in their treatment of persons who had allegedly made pacts with 
the Devil; approximately one in two were spared the immediate terror 
of persecution.93 On the basis of the figures given here, and allowing 
for total numbers of persecuted in relation to size of population, it can 
be said that Lower and Upper Austria, Tirol and Carinthia were areas of 
relatively light but not insignificant persecution. Styria, on the other 
hand, with over 1000 trials, was an area of average persecution.

The east: electorate of Saxony, Silesia

In the course of the 16th century the Prince Electors built Saxony up into 
a tightly organized, exemplary Protestant territory. The terms of the 
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so-called Saxon legal constitutions formed the basis for statutes passed 
after 1572. They contained strict regulations regarding witchcraft which 
transcended those of the Carolina, in that Devil’s pacts were punishable 
by burning at the stake even if no harm to another human being had 
ensued as a result. 905 individuals were charged, 663 of them women 
and 208 of them men, that is a relation of 77 per cent to 23 per cent, 
plus a small number of trials for which the gender of the accused is 
unknown. 87 per cent of the accused women were condemned to death, 
as against only 13 per cent of the men.94 This considerable difference 
might be explained by the fact that men were primarily charged with 
sorcery rather than witchcraft crimes.

From 1526 onwards Silesia belonged to the Habsburg block of ter-
ritories. Jurisdiction for witchcraft offences was exceptional here in that 
it was based on local patterns and Saxon legal traditions, although it 
must be emphasized that here, too, inquisition trials had become the 
predominant procedure.95 It is difficult to say definitively to which 
denonimation Silesia tended, as the population remained firmly 
Protestant, whilst the ruling class were predominantly Catholic; fur-
thermore, the so-called Sovereign’s Dispatch of 1601 declared equal 
rights for both religions. It was not until after the Peace of Westphalia 
that Catholicism again began to assert itself. In total, 960 people were 
accused of witchcraft in the Silesian territories; the period of persecu-
tion stretched from 1450 to 1757 but culminated in the years 1550 to 
1675. 11 per cent of the accused were male and 89 per cent female, the 
execution rate being slightly lower for male than for female witches.96 
Such figures do not point to an intensive level of persecution, although 
it may be interesting to note that a unique and gruesome construction, 
known as a burning oven was developed in this area in order to increase 
the intensity of the burning process.

The central region: Prince-Bishoprics of 
Würzburg and Bamberg, Hesse, ‘Thuringia’, 
Electorate of Cologne, Paderborn

The Catholic Prince-Bishopric of Würzburg was affiliated with 
other Counter-Reformation forces in the empire and was respon-
sible for what was conceivably the most extreme witch-hunt in the 
empire. To date there has been no investigation covering the whole 
of this high intensity area, where about 1200 people were burnt at 
the stake. A contemporary execution list for Würzburg for the years 
1627–29 gives us an indication of the extent of the terror.97 In 29 mass 
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executions – known as ‘burnings’ – 116 people were put to death in 
only three years, 49 per cent of them female and 51 per cent male. One 
third of these victims were children – a gruesome fact which should 
also not be overlooked from a statistical point of view. The witch per-
secution in Würzburg also saw clergy – from simple curates to canons 
and  provosts – among its victims.98

The neighbouring Catholic Prince-Bishopric of Bamberg, for a time 
ruled by the same people, was also an area of intensive persecution. The 
legal foundation here was the ‘Constitutio Criminalis Bambergensis’ 
passed in 1507, which bore considerable similarity to the CCC and fore-
saw the death penalty for maleficium. Records survive of 780 persons, 
74 per cent of them women and 26 per cent men, accused of witchcraft 
between 1595 and 1680. The courts in Bamberg condemned 61 per cent 
of all alleged witches and male witches to death and did not stop at lead-
ing personages of the town, such as the Mayor Johannes Junius and the 
Chancellor of the Prince-Bishopric, Dr Georg Haan. The persecutions 
only subsided when the Emperor and the influential Imperial Aulic 
Court addressed the severity of the town’s procedure, and they finally 
drew to an end when the town was occupied by Swedish troops.99

The rulers of the small county of Büdingen attempted to estab-
lish Calvinism as the state religion from the end of the 16th centuy 
onwards; part of the population, however, refused to accept this and 
remained Lutheran. 485 accusations of witchcraft can be proven for the 
period 1532 to 1699. My own laborious calculations based on the names 
of the victims came up with a proportion of 10 per cent of men and 
86 per cent women among all those accused. The execution rate must 
have been high for both sexes.100 With over 400 executions, Büdingen, 
this small reformed region, was without doubt a persecution hotspot.

Despite its unsettled history as a Lutheran and from 1603 onwards 
Calvinist state, the Landgraviate of Hesse-Kassel employed the CCC as 
the legal basis for witch persecutions. The records tell of 214 witchcraft 
trials between 1544 and 1760. As in Büdingen, the large majority of 
cases were female; only 13 per cent of those accused were male.101 The 
execution rate at just under 30 per cent was low and this alone justifies 
placing this region in the low intensity category. In Hesse-Darmstadt 
there was only one major wave of persecution which lasted from 1582 
to 1590 and involved 37 victims, almost without exception women.102

The counties of Nassau lay between their Lutheran and Catholic neigh-
bours and, as a second reformed power together with the Palatinate 
played an important role in the 16th and 17th centuries. Again, the 
CCC was commonly used here, but it was also complemented by 
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regional legislation. As in Lutheran Württemberg, not only maleficium 
but also a Devil’s pact even without any harmful outcome was pun-
ishable by death103 so that we can assume a penal law based on belief 
or opinion. From 1573 to 1713, 411 people were accused of witchcraft; 
12 per cent of these were male and 88 per cent female. The execution 
rate for women was 65 per cent and somewhat higher than for men 
(58 per cent).104 Such figures in this small territory are indicative of high 
intensity persecution.

The present-day federal state of Thuringia consisted in the 16th and 
17th centuries of several territories. In this region, the centre of the 
Reformation, the basic legal principles were founded on the CCC, 
and about 1565 people were persecuted between 1526 and 1731. The 
 percentage of men was about 13 per cent; the execution quota for both 
genders about 75 per cent.105 With such a high number of victims 
Thuringia must also be classified as a hotspot, a territory of high inten-
sity persecution.

The Catholic Electorate of Cologne consisted of two major areas, both 
ruled by the same person: the Duchy of Westphalia and the Archbishopric 
of Cologne in the southern Rhineland. A code of pro cedure for witch-
craft trials was passed in the two territories in1607 and 1628, respect-
ively, intensifying the regulations of the CCC and in particular making 
it easier for the judicial authorities to employ torture. Special witch-
craft commissioners were employed by the Prince Elector and played an 
important and brutal role in the trials.106

In the Duchy of Westphalia alone, 1140 trials were held, ending in 
914 executions during the period 1508 to 1732.107 If the cases where 
no gender was given are discounted, the average proportion of perse-
cuted men in a total of 800 trials was 37 per cent, a figure which rose 
to well over 50 per cent in the last two decades of the 17th century.108 
Westphalia, then, is also one of the core regions with high intensity 
persecution. The proportion of men was probably even higher as there 
are numerous trials in which it is no longer possible to determine the 
gender of the accused.

The small imperial Lordship of Wildenburg upon Sieg experienced an 
intense witch-hunt between 1574 and 1681 in which 195 people were 
taken to court; of these, 110, that is 56 per cent,were men.109 In the 
mixed denominational Ruhr-Lippe region 198 people died as a result of 
persecution, 82 per cent of them women and 18 per cent men.110

The population and rulers of the neighbouring Prince-Bishopric of 
Paderborn were primarily Catholic. Trials of 260 people took place here 
between 1510 and 1702; 30 per cent of the accused were male,111 so 
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that the region can be classified as one in which persecution was of 
medium intensity.

The northwest: Lippe, Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, Minden, 
Münster, Schaumburg, Osnabrück, Verden

The County of Lippe and its capital, Detmold, covered an area of only 
1200 square kilometres and formed a reformed enclave surrounded by 
Lutheran and Catholic territories. From 1564 to 1681 local magistrates 
persecuted 221 people. In the town of Lemgo, which had its own jur-
isdiction independent of the sovereign’s influence, records have been 
found of 209 people tried for witchcraft.112 Such high numbers mean that 
this county was clearly an area of high intensity persecution. No gender-
 specific data are available for the county as a whole. In Detmold, however, 
the proportion of men was 24 per cent,113 in the small town of Horn only 
women were tried and executed and in Lemgo the proportion of women 
was also very high – over 90 per cent between 1628 and 1637.114

Illustration 3.4 Pronouncement of the death sentence on the male witch Holger 
Lirtz (on the right, with hands folded) from Rheinbach in the Rhineland, and 
a woman accused with him. The background shows the next stage: their jour-
ney in the executioner’s cart to the place of execution. (Copper engraving 
from Hermann Löher, ‘Most Melancholy Complaint’, 1676, in: Alte Bibliothek, 
St Michael’s Grammar School, Bad Münstereifel.)
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Unlike its neighbour the Prince-Electorate of Cologne, the Prince-
Bishopric of Münster pursued relatively few witch trials. With a popula-
tion of 200,000 and 450 trials from 1550–1700, of which 170 led to the 
death sentence, it should be classified a moderate zone. The proportion 
of men among those executed was, however high at 33 per cent.115

The Prince-Bishopric of Osnabrück passed to Protestant dynasties in 
the 16th century and remained under Lutheran rule until 1623 when 
it was taken over by Catholic sovereigns. Records have survived of 90 
 people tried between 1588 and 1691; 12 per cent of these were male. The 
execution rate of 40 per cent for male witches was more lenient than for 
their female counterparts.116 The Prince-Bishopric, then, was an area of 
low intensity persecution. This was in contrast to the Protestant town 
of Osnabrück where 276 women – and only 2 men (0.7 per cent) – were 
tried for witchcraft between 1561 and 1639.117

After 1640, one part of the County of Schaumburg, which lay on the bor-
der between Lower Saxony and Westphalia, passed to the Landgraviate 
Hesse-Kassel, whilst the other part remained independent and under 
reformed influence as the County of Schaumburg-Lippe. Only 5 per cent 
of the 118 trials from 1552 to 1659 involved men.118 The overall figures 
were, however, high for a small territory, so that this Calvinist county 
should be considered an area of intensive persecution.

The Bishopric of Minden was secularized in 1648 and when it passed 
to Brandenburg also came under the influence of reformed forces. At 
least 91 executions were carried out here between 1530 and 1680119; it 
is, however, no longer possible to reconstruct the gender proportions. 
In the City of Minden, which had its own jurisdiction, 126 trials are 
known to have taken place from 1603–84; 90 per cent of the accused 
were women.120

In Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel, after 1568 a Lutheran territory, 90 per cent 
out of a total of 225 accused were women, and only 10 per cent men.121 
Although the numbers persecuted were almost certainly a good deal 
higher, Brunswick-Wolfenbüttel should be considered a region of mod-
erately intense persecution.

The Swedish Queen Christina put an end to the witch trials in 
the Lutheran Bishopric/Duchy of Verden in 1649. The Lutheran 
Superintendent and assiduous persecutor, Heinrich Rimphof, wrote 
a work here aimed against the influential work ‘Cautio criminalis’ 
by Friedrich Spee, an opponent of the witch-hunts. 127 people were 
charged with witchcraft in this territory, only 6 per cent of them as 
male witches. The execution rate for women was 56 per cent, and for 
men 50 per cent.122
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The north: Holstein, Saxony-Lauenburg, 
the Principalities of Mecklenburg

The Protestant duchies in Mecklenburg were among the hotspots of witch 
persecutions. Records survive of around 3950 persons on trial between 
1570 and 1777.

Bearing in mind that both parts of this territory were sparsely 
 populated – the population in the 16th and 17th centuries was about 
200,000 – and despite the fact that only one in two trials ended in exe-
cution and one in three defendants were released, this must be classified 
an area of intense persecution, in clear contrast to the other regions of 
northern Europe. The female witch image dominated; men constituted 
only 15 per cent of the accused. The courts condemned 55 per cent of 
the accused women and 45 per cent of the accused men to death; men 
and women had equal chances of acquittal.123

In the Bishopric of Ratzeburg, which is identical with part of present-
day Northwest- Mecklenburg, 10 per cent of the persecuted were men, 
90 per cent women.124

For the territories in the far north of the empire, the Duchies of Holstein 
and Saxony-Lauenburg, records survive of 439 people tried for witchcraft 
between 1530 and 1735. The majority were women; only 12 per cent 
of the total were tried as male witches. A similar development was 
noted for the Duchy of Schleswig, a state associated with Holstein but 
which, as a Danish fiefdom, no longer belonged to the empire. Men 
constituted 7 per cent of the accused; the execution rate in Holstein 
and Saxony-Lauenburg was 45 per cent for men and 60 per cent for 
women. These figures indicate that this was a region of average inten-
sity persecution.125

The towns and cities

About 3 per cent of the empire’s population lived in cities at the begin-
ning of the 16th century, one in four lived in a town. However, the 
terms ‘town’ and ‘city’ are deceptive; of the ca. 4000 so-called conurba-
tions the majority were small or very small settlements which, due to 
their agricultural orientation, had not developed urban structures and 
scarcely differed from villages. Almost 30 towns/cities had populations 
of over 10,000 and can thus be classified as urban societies.126

On the whole, the early modern cities of the 16th and 17th centuries 
showed little inclination towards witch persecutions.127 Thus, a gender-
specific analysis should be avoided here purely from a methodological 
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point of view, since the numbers involved are generally so small. The 
gender profile in the larger towns will, then, only be mentioned when 
the data are statistically relevant.

In Lutheran Hamburg, a city with ca. 40,000 inhabitants, research to 
date shows the persecution to have been low level;128 the proportion 
of men appears to have been slight. This also applies to the second 
largest northern Hanseatic city, Lübeck, with ca. 28,000 inhabit-
ants and considerable territories in the surrounding region. My own 
research revealed 64 people accused here between 1544 and 1693. The 
 percentage of male witches was similar to that of the surrounding non-
urban territories.129 Calvinist Bremen showed equally little zeal with 
regard to persecution, and in 1603 the Archbishop of Bremen put an 
end to persecutions in the areas under his rule. From 1503–1751, 62 
court cases were filed for witchcraft, 35 per cent of the accused were 
male.130 The fact that 96 trials were conducted in the Imperial City 
of Cologne from 1446 to 1665 contradicts the image of an urban soci-
ety with low-level persecution; however, the comparatively low exe-
cution rate of ca. 40 per cent indicates that the city was not overly 
zealous in its pursual of witches. The percentage of men at 11 per cent 
was also low here.131 No burnings are known to have taken place in 
the city of Frankfurt (population: 17,000),132 although there were anti-
Jewish pogroms. The strictly Protestant Nurmberg saw only a small 
number of trials (including trials of men), indicating that the council 
did not advocate systematic persecution. Other cities such as Augsburg 
remained similarly resistant to persecution. The first record of an exe-
cution here was in 1625, after which persecution gained in severity. 
The gender proportions are unknown.133 For the city of Vienna with its 
40,000 inhabitants only seven witch trials are known to have occurred 
in 250 years. The percentage of men given here as 41.7 per cent must be 
regarded as statistically misleading, since the numbers involved were 
so low as to make an evaluation unjustified. The picture is different 
in the city of Bruges in the Spanish Netherlands, a large Flemish city 
with a population of 27,000, and, with the exception of a Calvinist 
interim period from 1578 to 1584, Catholic. Here, the figure of at least 
134 trials between 1522 and 1687 means that the empirical evidence 
can more readily be used for a gender-specific statistical evaluation. My 
own evaluation of the trial register shows that the proportion of men 
was 29 per cent.134

Certain small and medium-sized towns, on the other hand, did tend 
towards more massive persecutions,135 some of which can be explained 
by sovereignty conflicts between the towns and the surrounding 
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territories.136 In some, but by no means all, of the towns of this type, 
the female bias of the witch persecutions waned noticeably.

In Korbach, a town with a population of 3000 and a high execution 
rate, the proportion of men in the 44 witchcraft trials was 36 per cent.137 
In the town of Luxembourg, nearly one in two accused were male,138 and 
in the Imperial town of Esslingen, the witchcraft commissioner Hauff 
was responsible for a wave of intensive persecution in which 42 per cent 
of the 72 accused were not female.139 Despite its position in a persecu-
tion hotspot within the Prince-Bishopric of Würzburg and its proximity 
to Bamberg, the Imperial town of Schweinfurt retained a moderate level 
of persecution, particularly with regard to the execution rate. Of 55 
indictments in the period 1608–1723, almost 55 per cent were male. At 
30 per cent, the proportion of males incriminated between 1430 and 
1723 in the five Franconian Imperial towns Rothenburg, Weissenburg, 
Windsheim, Schweinfurt and Dinkelsbühl was above average.140

A large number of towns and cities, then, formed enclaves within 
persecution regions and cannot unconditionally be included in a 
 gender-specific analysis. Nevertheless, there were differences even 
between the larger Imperial Cities. In the small and medium-sized towns 
with their predominantly agrarian structures, some of which suffered 
under intense persecution, the proportion of men varied enormously, 
from 0.75 per cent in Protestant Osnabrück to almost 50 per cent in 
Catholic Luxembourg. This does not, however, mean that this dispar-
ity between the denominations is generally applicable, as the legal and 
geographical as well as the socio-economic status of a territory played a 
greater role in determining the level of persecution; further research is 
required to clarify these issues. For this reason, the above figures on the 
extent and gender-specificity of witch persecutions in towns and cities 
will not be incorporated into the rest of this investigation. Nevertheless, 
it should not be forgotten that the witch paradigm in urban society 
was not homogeneous and that the gender profile of the victims varied 
considerably.

Trials of male witches: a quantitative comparison

A comparative approach for the early modern period is made difficult 
by the empirically problematic nature of the available statistics. Issues 
such as gaps in the records, the changing quality of historical source 
material, and the inaccuracy of figures in contemporary records (includ-
ing several cases of exaggerations), from a time period where statistics 
were unknown, are commonly acknowledged problems. Therefore, the 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


64 Man as Witch

statistical discussion must be restricted to what historical investigation 
has mutually accepted and to what is possible at this stage of research. 
Even then it is not always possible to ascertain exact numbers, and 
existing data have to be complemented by scholarly estimations based 
on a close analysis of the relevant sources.

The statistical approach to this question was based on an analysis of 
data from 82 witchcraft monographs of regional persecutions in the 
Holy Roman Empire, published before 2007. All monographs that were 
included in this analysis had to satisfy high scholarly standards and 
be systematically structured; these specifications were made to avoid 
correct conclusions being drawn as a result of inaccurate statistics. 
However, the results can only be regarded as a provisional overview as 
there are still many gaps in the research for many imperial territories in 
the early modern period; statistical analyses are even lacking for some 
of the hotspots in the regions that experienced the greatest number of 
witch-hunts.

There is some discussion as to the data for Lorraine in the region 
designated ‘west’ in this study. Several studies have come up with a 
comparatively high proportion of men in the witchcraft trials, so that 
the figure of 28 per cent cited in the research by Briggs seems to be a 
realistic estimate. For the entire ‘western’ region which stretched from 
Franche-Comté north as far as the Spanish Netherlands, a total of 8200 
verified cases of persecution are known, in which the proportion of 
men was 27 per cent. For the southwest region, the figures (18 per cent 
of 1080 people executed were male) given by the American histor-
ian H.C.E. Midelfort, the mentor of witchcraft research in Germany, 
provide a solid basis, although more recent research has shown the 
number of executions to be considerably higher. For this reason, the 
18 per cent has been applied to the total of 3229 executions141 which 
have been verified for southwest Germany and complemented by the 
results of more recent research. This raises Midelfort’s minimum per-
centage slightly, as in the trials of this region alleged male witches were 
condemned to death less frequently than their female counterparts. 
Research to date (excluding the cases for which gender proportions 
could not be determined) shows that the proportion of men accused 
in the whole Habsburg  complex – including the Prince-Archbishopric 
of Salzburg and the County of Tirol – was about 45 per cent. Gender-
specific data for Bavaria in the ‘southeast’ region is only sporadic and 
not available for the region as a whole; however, the data which does 
exist here and for the other areas of this region is reliable, so that it is 
possible to assume a total of 3600 persecution victims and 35 per cent 
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of trials in which alleged male witches were charged. By contrast, the 
 ‘eastern’ region saw a total of about 1800 persecutions which were 
clearly aimed to a far greater extent at women (83 per cent). The present 
state of research for the ‘central region’ provides evidence of over 5000 
witchcraft trials, in over 23 per cent of which men were the accused. As 
far as the ‘north’ and ‘northwest’ are concerned, there were compara-
tively few men among the accuseds; the number of accused here was 
1600 (north) and 4200 (northwest), representing a non-female propor-
tion of 13 per cent and 14 per cent, respectively.

Based on the results of qualitative studies, the statistics for the Holy 
Roman Empire as a whole can – provisionally – be summed up as 
follows:

The data in Table 3.2 clearly demonstrate the undisputed gender-
specific dimension of the witch-hunts, as over three quarters of those 
tried were women. They do, however, also show that the proportion 
of men persecuted was almost one in four. This overall proportion of 
male witches given above is likely to increase slightly as a result of new 
figures soon to be published in a study on the persecution hotspot 
Luxembourg with its relatively high numbers of male victims.142

This value is, of course, an arithmetic mean and a representative 
value only, which as such tells us nothing about the average dispersion, 
because extreme values can have a considerable influence on the distri-
bution. Evaluations to date have shown high regional variance in gen-
der terms. Whilst the percentage of men persecuted lay at 68 per cent 
in the Duchy of Carinthia, a region with a low level of persecution, in 
Schaumburg, an area of more intense persecution, the rate was only 
5 per cent. Absolute outliers, in statistical terms, were the rates in the 

Table 3.2 Witch persecution in the Holy Roman Empire: proportion of male 
witches, 1530–1730

Region
Persecution 

victims (total)
Persecution 

victims (male) %

West ca. 8200 ca. 2200 ca. 27
Southwest ca. 3700 ca. 800 ca. 22
Southeast ca. 3600 ca. 1250 ca. 35
East ca. 1800 ca. 300 ca. 17
Centre ca. 5200 ca. 1200 ca. 23
Northwest ca. 1600 ca. 200 ca. 13
North ca. 4200 ca. 600 ca. 14
Holy Roman Empire ca. 28,300 ca. 6550 > 23
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city of Osnabrück (0.2 per cent) and Upper Austria (69 per cent). In the 
majority of regions researched, the proportion of men persecuted lay 
between 10 per cent and 35 per cent, this then being the range of the 
most frequent distribution from which the extreme cases have been 
eliminated.

This distribution was also apparent in structurally similar landscapes 
and territories, as the following examples from the Habsburg territories 
show. Whereas in Carinthia the majority of those persecuted were male, 
the opposite was the case in its near-neighbour Vorarlberg. Although 
the ‘Alpine territories’ from Styria to Franche-Comté can be described 
in general as regions with a relatively high proportion of male persecu-
tion, this does not apply to all regions in these territories.

For a long time, both historical research and public opinion had at 
the most perceived male witches to be a marginal issue. One might well 
also ask why these victims have received so little attention, for practice 
shows that suspicion and persecution were by no means homogeneous 
in gender terms; this question, however, goes beyond the scope of the 
present study.

Quantitative comparisons: punishment

Some studies report that women were punished more severely than 
men in the witchcraft trials. This statement, however, requires more 
differentiated argumentation.

To date, persecution has been defined in terms of people accused and 
tried before the courts. In a narrower definition of the term, victims are 
those condemned to death, i.e. the people who had no chance before the 
courts and were sent to the stake. In order to determine the extent of 
gender-specific persecution it can be useful to distinguish more closely 
between the number of charges and the number of executions. A useful 
indicator here is the so-called execution rate, which shows the probabil-
ity of a charge resulting in the death penalty or, conversely, in acquit-
tal or banishment. Such a figure gives the proportion of those tried 
for witchcraft who were actually condemned to death. Execution rates 
alone tell us little about persecution and should be complemented by 
the accusation rates, as presented in detail above.

The data given in other studies together with the data personally calcu-
lated from information in other analyses permit more precise conclusions 
for a fair number of territories. In 10 of these, the execution rate –  however 
cynical this term might sound – was higher for women than for men. The 
opposite was true for six other cases (which, admittedly, do not constitute 
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the majority): Montbéliard, Cambrai, Mainz, Luxembourg, Salzburg and 
the Saar region, where there was a tendency to punish alleged male 
witches more severely than women accused of the same crime. In the view 
of the courts in these territories, this allegedly major offence could only 
be atoned by death – in most cases by burning. In Mainz, for example, it 
was barely possible for men to escape condemnation as alleged witches, 
whereas women were more frequently acquitted.

Male witches and religious denomination

In a series of structurally homogeneous Catholic territories, geographic-
ally distant from one another, as well as in a good number of Bishoprics 
the number of male witches accused and persecuted was above aver-
age. The figures for numerous predominantly Protestant regions with 
equally heterogeneous political, economic and geographic structures, 

Table 3.3 Persecution of male witches and religious denomination (figures 
show proportion of men persecuted as a % of total persecutions)

Catholic territories Protestant territories

Upper Austria
Lower Austria
County of Baden-
 Baden
Bishopric Bamberg
Counties of 
 Blankenheim
Prince-Abbey 
 Ellwangen
County of Flanders
Duchy of Carinthia
Electorate of Mainz
Bishopric of Münster
Principality of Vaduz
Duchy of Lorraine
Duchy of 
 Luxembourg
Bishopric of 
 Paderborn
Bishopric of Salzburg
Duchy of Styria
County of Tyrol
Vorarlberg
Duchy of Westphalia

69
34
31

26
20

20

27
68
24
33

40 (approx.)
28

>25 (approx.)

30

58
34
48
20
37

County of Ansbach
Duchy of Brunswick-
 Wolfenbüttel
County of Büdingen
County of Hesse(n)-
 Darmstadt
County of Hesse(n)-Kassel
Duchy of Holstein
Duchy of Mecklenburg
Bishopric of Minden
Principality of Montbéliard
County of Ostfriesland
County of Nassau
Duchy of Saxony-Lauenburg
County of Schaumburg
Bishopric of Ratzeburg
‘Thuringia’ (mostly 
 Protestant)
Bishopric Verden
Western Pomerania143

Duchy of Württemberg

7
10

10
3

13
12
15
10
18
5

12
12
5

10
13

6
11
15
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however, are below average. This shows that persecution took place 
regardless of denomination, but that intensity and gender proportions 
varied between Protestant and Catholic regions. For example, in the 
so-called ‘Zauberer-Jackl’ (Sorcerer Jack) trials in the Prince-Bishopric of 
Salzburg, about 80 per cent of the victims were men. In the Protestant 
territory of Mecklenburg, with its large-scale witch-hunts, men made up 
only 15 per cent of those persecuted.

The proportions of men in the Catholic territory of Franche-Comté 
and its neighbouring territory, the Protestant Principality of Montbéliard 
show remarkable divergences, as do the regions of the Saar district, 
where the sources show a rate of 20 per cent for men persecuted in 
Protestant as against 29 per cent in Catholic regions. The significance 
of the denominational differences increases when non-secular Catholic 
regions and Protestant regions are compared.

There are, however, some cases which prove the contrary. Of the 
Catholic regions these are: the Bishoprics of Eichstätt and Augsburg 
in the southeast, Namur and Cambrai in the west, Swabian-Austria 
or Mergentheim in the southwest. Of the Lutheran territories, the 
Electorates of Saxony and Hohenlohe present a contrast in terms of 
the gendering of witch persecution. It is also necessary to differentiate 
within the Protestant camp, for the authorities in some reformed terri-
tories, as exemplified by some Swiss regions, sought a high proportion 
of their victims among males. As far as the reformed block goes, there 
seems to be no uniform tendency; in persecution hotspots such as the 
Calvinist counties of Lippe and Nassau, figures show that witchcraft 
was clearly most strongly associated with the female gender, whereas 
the authorities in the Electorate of Palatinate succeeded in suppressing 
almost all witchcraft suspicion among the population.

A higher level of persecution of men is evident not only in the non-
 secular Catholic territories but also in numerous secular Catholic regions. 
Comparatively low levels are found primarily in Protestant territories. It 
can, then, be hypothesized that there is a relationship between denom-
ination and gender distribution. Such a correlation implies a parallel 
but does not automatically signify causality. Possible causality is dealt 
with later in Chapter 5 of this study.

Excursus: other European countries

Any attempt to compare different regional and geographical persecu-
tion patterns in the European context meets with problems, not least 
because of the discongruities in the various legal processes. In England 
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torture was forbidden, in Denmark a person accused of witchcraft was 
not permitted to testify against anyone else suspected of the same 
crime. In France, the appeal courts gave the accused wide-reaching 
opportunities to appeal against the decisions of local courts, and in 
Venice and Spain the Inquisition courts of the church were primarily 
out to find heretics and not witches. These circumstances all influ-
enced the gender-specific aspect of witch trials, because, for example, 
traditionally men were more frequently persecuted as heretics, or 
because financial constraints meant that only a relatively small num-
ber of accused (more men than women) were in a position to appeal 
to the higher courts.

Since there is no uniform basis or background against which to make 
comparisons, a statistical analysis for Europe, such as presented for the 
Holy Roman Empire where the legal system had a foundation common 
to all territories – albeit with many local modifications – can lead to 
severe misinterpretations.

Illustration 3.5 The illustration shows men in Finland or Lapland selling wind 
to mariners. The picture was part of a report by the Swedish Catholic Bishop 
of Uppsala, Olaus Magnus (true name, Olof Måsson) who depicted the Finns 
and Sami (‘Lapps’) as particularly well-known and skilled sorcerers. These men 
would make three magic knots in a rope; when the mariners undid the first knot 
a breeze would get up, when they undid the second, a stronger wind, and the 
third would then unleash a storm. (Woodcut from: Olaus Magnus, Historia de 
Gentibus Septentrionalibus, 1555, Book III, Chapter 16.)
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In recently Christianized regions or in areas where Christianity had 
not become the dominant religion until comparatively late, other cul-
tural patterns played central roles. It has been shown for Iceland, for 
example, that the predominant concept of witchcraft was that it was free 
of the gender connotations very clearly expressed in the Christian con-
cept of intercourse with the Devil.144 Although this concept of women’s 
magical abilities was not unknown in Iceland, the witch paradigm there 
was different from that in western Europe in that it was almost exclu-
sively men who were persecuted. Between 1604 and 1670 the courts of 
this thinly populated island prosecuted 120 people for witchcraft, only 
10 of them women. In Estonia the majority of those accused were also 
male. A study for Finland – written in Finnish and thus attracting little 
attention – has been available for some time and demonstrates a clear 
male majority in witchcraft persecutions in some regions of the country. 
It may also be interesting to note that the author disputes any clear-
cut connections which might be conjectured to have existed in Finland 
between shamanist beliefs, male shamanist village healers and the 
witch-hunts.145 Figure 3.1 can be derived from the data146 in this study:

Witch persecution – or more accurately, the persecution of male 
witches – in Karelia did not begin until early in the 17th century, com-
paratively late in a European context, and reached its climax at the 
end of the same century. In the initial period, persecution victims were 
exclusively male, and this witch stereotype remained even during the 
major witch-hunts after 1680. The gender proportions for Finland, then, 
can be assumed to be the reverse of those for other European regions.

Table 3.4 provides some of the pieces necessary to put together the 
mosaic of persecution gendering in a European context and shows the 
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Figure 3.1 Finland, Karelia: witchcraft persecutions – numbers of accused, 1624–98
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diversity and complexity of this historical phenomenon from a broader 
perspective.

Although there are limits to the degree of comparison possible, the 
European dimension nonetheless demonstrates the equivocality of 
the gender aspect. Witchcraft on a European level was not necessarily 
 gender-linked; the witch paradigm was also applicable to men.

Male patterns dominated in Iceland, Estonia. The sources also point to 
a high percentage of men in France. Persecution was less gender-specific 
in Spain and most of Italy, where the  non-secular Inquisition courts 
ruled, in which the witchcraft concept found only limited acceptance. 
In most Protestant regions such as Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, 
England or Scotland, the witch-hunts concentrated on women. Calvinist 
Switzerland is a special case; here a number of regions, such as the ‘Pays 
de Vaud’ suffered massive persecution involving a high percentage of 
men. The political situation specific to this area was clearly a reason for 
the massive persecution of alleged witches and also of numerous male 
witches here.147
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4
Witch-hunts and the Male Witch: 
A Chronology

I am an honest man, a child of God ... I am now a frightened 
man. I should not be driven away from God. On the Day of 
Judgment I want to prove to God that I am not a witch.

(Statement made by Michael Heisch at his trial in 
Esslingen in 1603; he was later executed as a male witch)

The devil makes the same pact with the witches and the sorcerers ...
(Statement of the Catholic suffragan bishop of 

Bamberg, Dr. Jacob Feucht, 1570)

This chapter deals with the temporal dimension of the persecution of 
male witches, this time drawing a chronological timeline rather than 
giving a statistical cross-section of the data. The chapter begins with 
a discussion of whether there were in fact peaks in the persecution of 
alleged male witches, and then looks into a theory on trials of male 
witches in the light of regional persecutions in territories with different 
denominations.

The 17th century

Quantitative methods are, despite all the problems with historical 
sources and unknown or unrecorded cases, an expedient way of depict-
ing tendencies in persecution patterns. Again, I do not claim to cover 
all the trials which took place in a particular region; the data presented 
are intended as a guide to the relations between the various regions and 
historical periods.

Gender relations changed in the course of time: whereas witchcraft 
was still considered a gender-neutral crime in the late Middle Ages, 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


Witch-hunts and the Male Witch: A Chronology 75

the proportion of men persecuted grew from low at the beginning of 
the early modern era to high in the course of the 17th century. This is 
borne out by the figures for a number of territories for which data is 
available for the entire or large parts of the 16th and 17th centuries1:

During the same period the gender relations also changed in the 
Protestant regions; however, the changes were much less marked and the 
category ‘woman’ remained the decisive factor in witchcraft accusations 
in these regions. In the Calvinist county of Büdingen, for example, the 
proportion of men increased from 3 per cent to 17 per cent2 and in the 
Lutheran Duchies of Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg from 10 per cent 
to 15 per cent3 in the period under discussion.

In the course of the 17th century the courts increasingly assimilated 
men as potential agents of the devil into their witch concept, leav-
ing behind the phenomenon of the 16th century when women had 
represented the vast majority of the people persecuted and executed. 
Although in the witch-hunt around 1590 the female witch stereotype 
was still dominant, magical aggression at this point still being consid-
ered an almost exclusively female domain, the following century saw 
a general increase in the number of men affected. In some Catholic 
regions this tendency went so far as to almost reverse the gender pro-
portions. The case whereby the majority of victims were women had 
become out of date, and the witch image in these regions took on male 
features; witch-hunts were now aimed increasingly at men.

It was, then, not the first major witch-hunt of 1590 but the second and 
third peaks around 1630 and 1660 which demonstrate the beginnings 

Table 4.1 Proportion of male witches among the total number of people perse-
cuted in the 16th and 17th centuries

Territory Period % of Men Period % of Men

Duchy of 
 Westphalia

1570–89 16 1650–99 46

Electorate of 
 Mainz

Entire 
 16th Century 
 (and up to 1604)

8 Entire 
 17th Century

28

Prince-
 Archbishopric of 
 Salzburg

Entire 
 16th Century

34 Entire 
 17th Century

70

Duchy of 
 Carinthia

Entire 
 16th Century

18 Entire 
 17th Century

71

Duchy of 
 Luxembourg

1500–80 3 1606–85 30
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of the tendency, in some areas of the empire, to break through – and in 
some cases even to level – gender-specific barriers. This tendency was 
less pronounced in predominantly Protestant regions. As a whole, how-
ever, this gender development should be seen in a wider setting; both 
age and social structure of the trial victims also varied considerably in 
the 17th century. In one of the last massive witch-hunts in southern 
Germany, the so-called Sorcerer Jack trials, both gender and age propor-
tions confirm this development; at the time of the trial three quarters 
of the accused were under the age of 23, and many of them became 
known as the ‘magic lads’ on account of their youth.

Mass trials

The American historian Eric Midelfort has given a plausible explanation 
for the increase in the persecution of men as the witch-hunt period 
progressed. The ‘Midelfort thesis’ is frequently quoted and accepted in 
historical research today.4 He writes:

In summary, it is fair to say that, as a hunt developed, the number of 
men suspected usually rose, and that from the 1620’s on men were 
generally more prevalent. One stereotype had broken down, a stereo-
type by which society had been able to hunt its hidden enemies 
without inviting social chaos ...5

Midelfort uses examples from southwest Germany to develop his thesis 
and names the late phase of a persecution wave in Würzburg between 1626 
and 1629 to demonstrate the increase in the number of men accused.

Midelfort sets store by a size model for witchcraft trials, distinguish-
ing between small trials with up to three executions, ‘small panics’ with 
between four and 19 executions and ‘major wtich hunts’ with over 20 
 executions.6 He argues that it was in the course of such large trials that 
men were increasingly accused of and executed for witchcraft. These mass 
trials saw the collapse of the characteristic description and understanding 
of a witch as ‘poor, single and old’. Midelfort cites Würzburg trials with 
over 15 accused, in which almost half of those executed were men, to 
show that an increasing number of men were being accused and burnt. 
Three quarters of the people executed in the large-scale so-called ‘burn-
ings’ (more than 20 people) in this city were men or boys.7 The ‘Midelfort 
 thesis’, then, states that the number of victims who, in terms of age and sex, 
corresponded to the traditional stereotype victim decreased in proportion 
to the size of the trial. Midelfort’s data can be expressed in Figure 4.1.8
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This trial-type classification has been – and still is – extremely fruit-
ful in witchcraft research but it does not fully represent the reality of 
the witch persecutions and hence is only of limited use in analysing the 
connection between mass trials and the persecution of men.

First, since this method classifies as small all trials which began with 
a large number of accused but which culminated in just a few execu-
tions, it does somewhat distort the picture, for such trials also bore the 
features of a ‘major hunt’.

Secondly, waves of persecution stretched over a number of years. 
Midelfort’s decision to classify some cases as major but others as inde-
pendent and individual trials, possibly even when they came before the 
same judge, should thus be rethought.

Thirdly, denunciations – whether extorted or voluntary – which led to 
further arrests, have the attributes of a composite trial which could sat-
isfy the classification requirements of a major hunt in Midelfort’s terms. 
Here, too, the division seems artificial. The background of widespread 
fear which arose from the mental strain of a familiar trial reduced the 
inhibitions potential accusers might have harboured, and had the cap-
acity to cause denunciation campaigns and mass persecutions. It is dif-
ficult to discern any organized connection between these initiatives 
and the respective original trials. A witch panic could take the form 
of chain trials, linked by the exacted denunciations, or of numerous 
seemingly unconnected individual trials which the court records do 
not show to be linked with one another. It is impossible today to deter-
mine with any precision the internal connections between trials, and 
a definition of what constitutes a witch trial is a specific problem in 
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Figure 4.1 Percentage of men in witchcraft trials: Würzburg, 1627–29 (group 
size – proportion of men)
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witchcraft research. In the case of the Würzburg ‘burnings’, it is hard 
to see the validity of Midelfort’s classification, since these all took place 
within such a short space of time.

In the ‘Index of witch-people, executed by the sword before burn-
ing’, a contemporary list of executions carried out between 1626 
and 299, the chronicler lists two major executions between 2 and 
16 February 1629:

In the twenty-eighth burning ... six persons: Mistress Knertzin, a 
butcher; Babel Schütz, a blind girl; Schwartz, a canon from the vil-
lage of Hach; another canon executed at 5 o’clock in the morning 
and burnt with Mistress Bar; Ehling, vicar; Bernhard Mark, vicar at 
the cathedral was burnt alive.

In the twenty-ninth burning, seven persons:

A baker; the innkeeper (the keeper of the Klingen Inn); the reeve 
of Mergelsheim; the bakerwoman from the Ochsentor; the plump 
noblewoman; a clerical doctor by the name of Meyer from the vil-
lage of Hach; and a nobleman called Junker Fleischmann. A Canon 
from Hach was also secretly executed at about the same hour and 
burnt with Mistress Bar, Paulus Vaecker. Since then there have been 
two burnings.

Dated 16th Feb. 1629.

But there have been many different burnings since.

According to the dates given, the burnings took place within a 
space of two weeks. It is not evident from the index whether the exe-
cutions represent the sentences passed at a single trial of 17 or more 
people or from a number of separate trials. The distinction between 
small and mass trials cannot, therefore, be made without reservations 
for Würzburg in the period 1626–29. Nonetheless, it is clear that the 
witch stereotype collapsed here in those years, for the death penalties 
pronounced by the Würzburg courts appeared to make no distinction 
between such people as tradespeople, (the ‘bakerwoman’), and nobles 
(the ‘noblewoman’ or the ‘Junker Fleischmann’) or Catholic clerics (the 
‘Canon of Hach’). Even children were caught in the mills of clerical 
justice (the ‘blind girl’).

The category ‘major hunt’ would appear, then, to pose too great a prob-
lem to be used as a basis for examining the connection between mass 
persecution and persecution of males. For this reason I have  chosen to 
use the absolute number of persecutions per year classified into decades 
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as an indicator of the intensity of persecution. This method makes it 
possible to investigate both a cumulation of individual trials and legally 
interlinked trials which formed part of mass trials.

The witchcraft trials of the 16th century, i.e. of the so-called first hunt, 
are not well documented. Sources improve, however, for the second, 
and even more so for the third wave around 1660, although records 
of some regional and local developments in the late 16th century are 
well preserved. Despite the dynamics they unfurled, the chain trials 
(i.e. series of trials each initiated by denunciations in previous trials – 
did not, on the whole, show any marked tendency towards breaking the 
witch gender stereotype, for even as the hunts escalated, there was no 
pronounced increase in the numbers of men affected. Even the mass, 
uncontrolled persecution in the Prince Bishopric Trier did not neces-
sarily lead to more accusations of male witches; in 1586, for example, 
a large panic broke out in the district of Pfalzel, in rural Trier, in the 
course of which 118 women but only 2 men were arrested. One excep-
tion to this can be derived from the excellently preserved records of 
mass persecution (approximately. 400 people in 10 years) for the inde-
pendent territory of the Abbey of St Maximin near Trier which demon-
strate that in this small region the witch stereotype was no longer valid 
by the end of the 16th century; one third of those condemned to death 
here were men.10 Yet in the so-called Schongauer trial of 1589–92 with 
58 accused, a classic major hunt in Midelfort’s sense, only two men 
were accused – and later released.11 The hunts in southwest Germany 
took a similar course: the victims of the mass trials of Wiesensteig in 
1562–63 and 1583 were all women, and of the 130 people accused in 
Rottenburg between 1578 and 1602 not one was male.12

These few examples show that, at least until the early 17th century, 
mass persecution was not connected with a breakthrough in the witch 
stereotype.

The hunt for new ‘offenders’

In the following, the connection between mass persecution and a 
higher proportion of male victims will be investigated chronologic-
ally using selected processes in individual territories. The data chosen 
represent well-researched regional witch-hunts which permit a chrono-
logical timeline presentation of the gender issue rather than statistical 
cross-sections of the data.

In the terms of empirical social research, then, what we are using 
here is a pre-selected sample which does not pertain to systematically 
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confute previous theories, and is only valid for the respective regions 
analyzed. Nonetheless, it can open up new perspectives. Again, it must 
be stressed that due to the nature of the sources for the Early Modern 
period, the following data can only be viewed as statistical orientations 
with limited representative value.

The Duchy of Westphalia provides a very good example of the ten-
dency of witch persecutions to come in ‘waves’, a phenomenon which 
has been dealt with in some detail in the literature.13 The intensity of 
the persecutions in Westphalia make this one of the hotspots. The first 
wave can clearly be seen in Figure 4.2 to have occurred in the 1590s, the 
second in the 1620s and the third in the 1660s; in each of these three 
periods the proportion of male victims rose.

If the same data is presented in a graph which shows the gender dis-
tribution in terms of proportions, it becomes clear that the relations 
between the numbers are constantly changing and that the propor-
tion of men shows a continuous upward trend rather than an adher-
ence to the periodical persecution cycles. Figure 4.3 demonstrates that 
whereas in the 16th century this proportion reached 40 per cent, it 
had climbed to over 50 per cent by 1660 and generally remained at a 
high level until the end of the century, even in times of fairly low-level 
persecution around 1645 and post-1660.14 These figures, then, indi-
cate a change in the stereotype of the female witch, clearly showing 
the gender development which took place in Westphalia, where by 
the end of the period in question, the majority of the accused were 
men. However, this does not imply that the victim prototype of earlier 
years collapsed, particularly in the years of high-level persecution, but 
rather demonstrates a tendency towards a levelling of the proportions 
of men and women.

A similar development can be seen in another persecution hotspot, 
the Prince-Bishopric of Bamberg. The percentage of male victims 
climbed from 1610 onwards, increasing significantly in the period of 
intensive persecution from 1620–30.15 Between 1620 and 1629 one in 
three accused witches was male. The development of the gender propor-
tions among the victims shows that there was a continuous change in 
the relations, with the female witch stereotype losing in importance, 
but nonetheless remaining relevant.

In the Bishopric of Bamberg, where prominent male representatives 
of the upper classes such as the burgomaster and the chancellor, were 
executed, the proportion of men accused of witchcraft did not exceed 
40 per cent of the total in the high intensity periods in which there 
were literally ‘deluges’ of trials (Figure 4.4).
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Figure 4.2 Westphalia: witchcraft persecutions by sex – 1570–1699
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Figure 4.3 Westphalia: witchcraft persecutions by sex – proportion of men and 
women, 1570–1699 (%)

The development in the Electorate of Mainz was almost identical. The 
proportion of men among the accused rose in the intensive phase of 
persecution between 1604 and 1629, but never rose above about one 
third of all victims.16

Bamberg, Mainz, and Westphalia (which was ruled by a Prince Bishop) 
belonged to the non-secular Catholic territories and at the same time 
were among the zones which made the most extreme use of violence in 
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Figure 4.4 Prince-Bishopric of Bamberg: witchcraft persecutions by sex – nos of 
men and women, 1612–1630
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Figure 4.5 Prince-Bishopric of Bamberg: witchcraft persecutions by sex – 
 proportion of men and women, 1612–1630 (%)
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witchcraft trials. A connection between mass persecution and a high 
proportion of males can best be verified for these regions.

An analysis of regions with an average degree of persecution intensity, 
such as Franche- Comté, gives a different picture, for here the proportion 
of men did not grow consistently. Instead, it remained at a relatively high 
level of approx. 30–45 per cent and indeed even fell during the large  panics 
of 1600–09. It then rose to ca. 45 per cent in the following protracted phase 
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of arrests between 1630–39, only to decline again considerably in the last 
wave of persecutions.17 From the beginning there was no homogeneous 
witch type evident in the Catholic Free County of Burgundy; the gender 
distribution was much more even and only changed gradually through-
out the entire period of witch trials. The graphs below, incidentally, dem-
onstrate that the ‘wave movement’ in witch persecution, as exemplified 
by Westphalia, cannot be generally applied to other regions.

Figure 4.6 Franche-Comté: witchcraft persecutions by sex – nos of men and 
women, 1550–1669
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Figure 4.7 Franche-Comté: witchcraft persecutions by sex – proportion of men 
and women, 1550–1669 (%)
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Figures 4.8 and 4.9 show data from a region with a low persecution 
rate. In no one decade were more than 24 people tried, let alone exe-
cuted; that is to say that on average there were two trials a year in a 
territory which was by no means small in area.

Figure 4.8 clearly shows three periods of peak persecution (1620s, 
1650s and 1690s) for the Arch-Duchy of Austria, but these denote more 
an up and down than a general tendency, for it is the continuity and 
the tenacity of the persecutions, which persisted for 220 years from 
1540 right through to the middle of the 18th century, which particu-
larly characterize this region.18 Lower and Upper Austria again show 
that Catholicism cannot simply be equated with mass persecution, and 

Figure 4.8 Lower/Upper Austria: witchcraft persecutions by sex – nos of men 
and women, 1540–1769

Figure 4.9 Upper/Lower Austria: witchcraft persecutions by sex – proportion of 
men and women, 1560–1729 (%)
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Protestantism with a low level of persecution. The relation of the dif-
ferent religious denominations to the historical phenomenon of witch 
persecution followed more complex patterns.

From the beginning of the trials, the emphasis in the Arch-Duchy was 
on male witches and it was not until the phase which saw increasing 
trial numbers in the period up to 1629 that this male stereotype began 
to decline, with the proportion of men falling to below 20 per cent at 
the peak of the persecutions. In the ensuing period, however, it again 
rose, reaching ca. 90 per cent between 1650 and 1659. In the third wave 
of persecutions in the Arch-Duchy, there was not one woman among 
the accused. Persecution of witches no longer bore any relation to the 
female sex and in this respect, this region represents an exception 
within the Holy Roman Empire.

By the standards of the empire as a whole, it is possible to say that 
the female witch stereotype broke down and, indeed, was even reversed 
in this territory and that there was no correlation between mass per-
secution and a higher percentage of male victims. Here, the low level 
of persecution was connected with the breaking up of the female witch 
stereotype.

The county of Büdingen is considered a Protestant high persecution 
territory19 on a level similar to that of the Catholic Prince-Bishoprics. 
The witch persecutions here culminated in the 1590s, 1630s and 1650s, 
a clear affirmation of the three persecution waves generally described 
in witchcraft research. As early as 1560, prior to a relatively mild perse-
cution period, there was an increase in the number of witchcraft trials. 
In the intensive periods and particularly in the 1630s and 1660s, when 
there was a massive increase in persecution, the absolute numbers of 
men accused seem at first glance to have risen.

These observations become less evident in a diagram depicting the 
gender proportions, because the percentage of men fell in the inten-
sive periods but rose instead in the periods of below-average inten-
sity. From 1630 to 1639, a period when a large number of trials were 
held, the proportion fell to 9 per cent from an average of 12 per cent 
for the period 1620 to 1629 when few trials were held (Figure 4.11). 
An increase in the number of alleged male witches is not seen until 
towards the end of the witch-hunts, when the proportion climbed 
to 25 per cent. For the entire period, the numbers of men accused in 
this territory of high-level persecution remained fairly low; in this 
Calvinist county, then, the female witch stereotype remains essen-
tially unchanged.
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The same observations can be made for a further Calvinist county, 
the County of Schaumburg in the northwest of the empire. This county 
has previously been the subject of a study and can also be classified as a 
 persecution hotspot. With the exception of a few precursors of the witch-
craft trials prior to 1560, the proportion of men remains constantly under 
10  percent, not even increasing in the periods of higher intensity from 
1600–09 and 1650–59 (Figure 4.12). The data currently available shows that 
trials were directed exclusively against women in the years 1620–40.20
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As in numerous other Protestant territories, the trials in the Lutheran 
Prince-Bishopric of Osnabrück, a territory with low-level persecution, 
began relatively early – around 1540. This makes it comparable with the 
Arch-Duchy of Austria where trials began equally early and remained 
endemic until 1760. In the early ‘peak’ periods, the proportion of men 
was consistently low, never exceeded 15 per cent and, indeed, fell to 
8 per cent in the second wave of persecutions around 1590. There is no 
evidence of a man being tried for witchcraft after 1600.21 Male witches 
either did not exist here or their numbers were reduced to a minimum, 
and men clearly played no more than a very minor role in the witch-
craft allegations for this territory.

The two Duchies of Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg have been 
 chosen as representative of territories with average-level persecution. 
In these territories, together with several other smaller Protestant lands, 
there is evidence of 453 witchcraft trials between 1530 and 1735; bear-
ing in mind that the combined population of these territories was 
ca. 300,000, this was clearly not an area with low-level persecution.22 
In contrast to some other Protestant territories, particularly in south-
west Germany, persecution increased rather than decreased in the post-
1600 period. Persecution also began comparatively early in Holstein, 
increased rapidly from 1560 to 1580 and culminated in a surge of per-
secutions around 1615 and a third peak around 1650–60. Persecution 
in the northern part of the empire shows clear parallels with that in 
Denmark up to 1630, which also peaked around 1560 and 1610–25. 
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In contrast to other areas, however, the peaks are less evident because 
the number of trials rarely fell to an extremely low level. The numbers 
of men accused increased in the periods of high-level persecution, as 
Figure 4.15 shows.

The high proportion of men accused in the early years of the perse-
cutions around 1540 and 1550 is represented correctly on Figure 4.16, 
but can easily create a false impression if the fact is ignored that the 
total number of trials was only 11. The percentage of men accused as 
witches remains relatively low at 5–10, rising above this figure in the 
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witch persecutions of 1610–20 and 1650–60, but hardly ever reaching 
the empire’s average of 25 per cent. It was not until the very end of the 
persecution period that a tendency towards a change in these relations 
became apparent. It cannot be denied that there is some connection 
here between more severe persecution and a higher proportion of men; 
however, the developments in the gender-specific nature of trials were 
limited and percentages of men below average in comparison with the 
rest of the empire. The classic female witch stereotype only began to 
fade as the will to prosecute receded.

Figure 4.15 Duchy of Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg: witchcraft persecutions – 
nos of men and women, 1530–1730
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It is significant that the evaluation of data from the various perse-
cutions analysed here clearly demonstrates once more that there is 
no direct, mechanistic connection between intensity and denomin-
ation. However, this study does not purport to systematically refute 
Midelfort’s postulated correlation between mass persecution and 
higher proportions of men accused, but confines itself to certain 
areas.

For the non-secular Catholic territories the evaluation confirms 
Midelfort’s pathbreaking thesis (also based on these territories) of a col-
lapse of the female witch stereotype in the sense of an erosion of the 
gender-specific contours. In these core territories there was a tendency 
towards a levelling of the gender barriers, although the gender relation-
ship within the groups of accused was not actually reversed.

This evaluation cannot, however, assume validity for the secular ter-
ritories discussed here. It is striking that the comparatively high pro-
portion of men was unrelated to any persecution cycles in the Catholic 
regions of Franche-Comté or parts of the Austrian territories. In the 
low-intensity regions of Lower and Upper Austria, the witch stereotype 
was, if anything, male.

Midelfort̀ s ‘crisis of confidence’23 theory is both plausible and remains 
unaffected by this analysis. His theory postulates that after the rupture 
in the witch stereotype, doubts as to the now disfunctional persecution 
phenomenon began to intensify and that it was the very expansion of 
the trials which robbed them of their legitimacy. A crisis of confidence 
could also have arisen as a result of the expansion of prosecutions to 
include new social and age groups, thus again shaking the basis for the 
legitimation of the trials.

In the Protestant counties of Büdingen and Schaumburg, the Prince-
Bishopric of Osnabrück (Lutheran until the 17th century) and the 
Lutheran Duchy of Holstein, the gender-specific characteristics changed 
little; witchcraft remained a female-specific crime, even if developments 
towards the end of the period meant that the female stereotype became 
less dominant in certain areas.

It would, then, seem likely – even though this study discusses only 
a pre-selected sample of data – that the denominational factor played 
a role of considerable importance not in the intensity of the witch 
persecutions but in their gender specificity. It is emerging that in the 
Catholic territories,24 especially those ruled by prince-bishops with 
political aspirations, the witchcraft trials were more closely related 
to men than in the Lutheran or, with exceptions, the Reformed 
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territories, in which there were only slight changes in the gender pro-
portions of those arrested.

The question now arises as to whether there is a connection between 
the different gender specificities of the witch persecutions and the dif-
ferences in the witch paradigms of the respective denominations. This 
will be discussed in Chapter 5.
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5
Men as Potential Witches in 
Demonological Treatises

A woman impudent and mannish grown is not more loath’d 
than an effeminate man

(Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida, 1602)

In this chapter, the perspective moves to the witch image in import-
ant contemporary theological and demonological works. Following the 
theory expounded by the French philosopher Foucault and quite com-
monly applied in historical research that discourse constitutes social 
communication, the present chapter investigates the degree to which 
the male sex was integrated into the witch image of elite discourse. At 
the same time, I look into possible denominational differences in the 
gendering of persecution. Finally, this chapter investigates the theoret-
ical background to the gradual change in gender proportions in territor-
ies of different religious convictions, as determined in earlier chapters.

Witchcraft notion

The scholarly witchcraft notion of the early modern persecutions con-
sisted of four central elements:

Maleficium1. 
Devil’s pact2. 
Intercourse with the Devil3. 
Witches’ flight and witches’ Sabbat4. 

The following analysis works with this elaborated – or cumulative – 
concept.

The history of the witchcraft notion has been described so often that 
only a broad outline will be given here.1 In the Early and High Middle 
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Ages theological literature denounced popular belief in magic as supersti-
tion and, with the help of secular ruling authorities, attempted to suppress 
‘heathen’ customs. It was not the sorceress (‘stria’ or ‘striga’) herself who 
was persecuted but women who were designated thus by other people. 
The rejection of the idea of flight and the punishment of magical prac-
tices found their way into Church law via the text collection the ‘Canon 
Episcopi’ – recorded by Abbot Regino of Prüm – and Burchard Bishop 
of Worms’ ‘Corrector’. The position of these two authors had a decisive 
influence on the stance of the church right into the Late Middle Ages. The 
13th century saw a gradual reevaluation of these magical practices, the 
effects of which were increasingly viewed as dangerous. The theoretical 
backgound to this was the view developed by St Augustine, a Doctor of 
the Catholic Church, that magical manipulation is not in itself efficient, 
but only when practised in contract with the Devil. In the course of the 
13th century, other clerics, in particular the Dominican Albertus Magnus 
and his scholar and later Church Doctor, Thomas Aquinus, added to the 
Devil’s pact concept the notion of intercourse with the Devil. The idea 
which combined the Devil’s pact and intercourse with the Devil with a 
belief in the reality of magically induced harm had become a firm com-
ponent of theological literature; apostasy from God and the Christian 
church necessarily preceded the pact with the Devil.

Once this position on the reality and threatening nature of magical 
practices had attained majority consensus in the church, a new element 
emerged and church theologians began to transfer the responsibility 
for the organization of nocturnal gatherings previously attributed to 
heretical movements to the alleged workers of magic themselves. Magic, 
heresy, and the folkloric nightflight, elements previously considered to 
be independent of one another, were combined in the theological dis-
course to make a comprehensive synthesis, with the result that by the 
15th century people who allegedly practised magic were perceived as 
members of an organization of a heretical nature. Magic, once primar-
ily seen as a single offence committed by individuals, was from now on 
a comprehensive offence committed by far more people. The sorcery 
of the Middle Ages – punishable but not life-threatening – had become 
witchcraft, the highly destructive magic of a conspiratorial sect of mal-
eficent people.

Male witches – ‘literally unthinkable’?

The two phases in the theological evaluation of magic beliefs and 
actions corresponded to differences in the gendering of these offences. 
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In the Middle Ages magic was not a gender-specific offence specifically 
attributed to women; for between the dual-gender ‘magi’ (magicians) 
or ‘sortilegi/sortilegae’ (sorcerers/sorceresses) and the generally single-or 
female gender ‘malefica/ae’ (female witches) lay a profound intellectual 
and mental development.

The question is, was this change of paradigm also accompanied by 
a complete reversal of gendering? Stuart Clark asserts that the ‘gen-
der’ aspect did not play a substantial part in the demonology of Early 
Modern Europe and that its importance has thus been exaggerated.

On the whole, however, the literature of witchcraft conspicuously 
lacks any sustained concern for the gender issue; and the only reason 
for the view that it was extreme and outspoken in its antifeminism is 
the tendency for those interested in this subject to read the relevant 
sections of the Malleus maleficarum and little or nothing else.

A few pages later, he adds, ‘For it was literally unthinkable, at this 
level, that witches should be male.’2

On the basis of a number of common works on witchcraft in 
Central Europe this chapter analyses the role allocated to men in the 
demonology of the 16th and 17th centuries. Thus, in the following 
I make no pretence to an analysis of the gender issue in demonology 
in its entirety. The aim is rather to reshape the focus of the investi-
gation by looking into a possible integration of the male sex in the 
learned witch paradigm. The elements of the witchcraft concept as 
propagated by theologians and demonologists who were well-known 
throughout Central Europe, were examined according to the follow-
ing criteria

Conceptual elements ●

Implicit and explicit gendering ●

Reception of these concepts in persecution practice ●

To avoid misunderstandings, texts were first analyzed in the original 
language in which they were written. Where necessary, several edi-
tions were checked to verify the consistency of the texts. Because of the 
meticulous linguistic analysis involved, I have avoided using abridged 
translations or English versions of demonological literature which do 
not sufficiently distinguish gender-specific differences. This applies par-
ticularly to the translations by such problematic experts as Montague 
Summers so frequently used in historical research.3
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A representative of the transition period: 
Johannes Nider (1437)

Nider was born around 1380, joined the Dominican order in 1402, took 
up an appointment as Professor of Theology in Vienna in 1425, and 
later became prior of several Dominican monasteries. He played an 
active role in the Council of Basle, whence the witchcraft concept was 
spread to large areas of Europe. It was in this period that Nider wrote his 
treatise ‘Formicarius’ – as the title suggests, a comparison of an ideal-
ized view of ants and their social structures with human existence in 
contemporary society. It is not until the fifth book that he reflects on 
crimes of magic and witchcraft.

The treatise was written in dialogue form and although it does not 
give a precise witch concept, it does contain basic, albeit unsystemat-
ically presented elements, of later cumulative demonology teachings. 
He describes traditional harmful magic, the pact with the Devil and 
the existence of a new and threatening anonymous sect which met in 
churches to renounce God and the Catholic faith and to make pacts 
with the Devil. There is no explicit mention of the idea of the Witches’ 
Sabbat. With Nider, learned Catholic discourse of the Late Middle 
Ages makes the transition from the heretical to the witchcraft offence 
through the synthesis of the individual elements.4 In Nider’s work, 
witchcraft is no longer the traditional individual crime but a composite 
crime practised by an increasingly large group of people.

Nider himself describes the members of this harmful confederacy as 
follows:

One speaks of the witch [‘maleficus’, clearly masculine singular and 
not concealed by a plural form, R.S.] who deals ill, does not truly keep 
the faith, and these both in the form of magic arts which through 
superstition and actions harm his neighbours, and that such people 
are found in abundance.5

This depicts the ‘maleficus’ as a heretical harm-doing person, and we 
should note that, when naming heresy and maleficium as the character-
istics of this newly ‘discovered’ diabolical alliance, Nider uses the male 
singular noun ‘maleficus’ and not the female equivalent ‘malefica’.

As evidence of the reality of witchcraft crimes, Nider cites witnesses 
who tell of trials of alleged witches and male witches. In their statements 
they give detailed descriptions of the accused. Nider repeatedly men-
tions persons of ‘utriusque sexus’ (Latin for ‘both sexes’) who practised 
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infanticide and cannibalism, this being the reason why they were pros-
ecuted and burnt as male and female witches, though some had fled:

Nevertheless I will provide you with some examples and some infor-
mation pertaining to your question ... some of which I have from 
Mr Peter, a citizen of the city of Bern in the Diocese of Lausanne. 
He has burnt many witches of both sexes and driven others to flee the 
land ... There are, then, or have recently been witches of both sexes 
around Bern who have a disposition contrary to that of human 
nature and even more contrary to the nature of all animal species, 
with the sole exception of the wolves. They devour children of their 
own genus and are wont to eat them.6

The other eye witness reports cited give almost equal numbers of men 
and women as witches; in sections 4 and 7 there is even a preponder-
ance of male culprits.7 Admittedly, Nider expressly emphasizes the evil 
nature of a particular old woman, a soothsayer, but he goes into far 
more textual detail on the alleged malpractices of male witches, whose 
names he records as ‘Hoppo’, ‘Scavius’ and ‘Scaedeli(n)’. According to 
Nider, Scaedlin killed a large number of children before they were even 
born, thus causing their mothers to have miscarriages; similarly, he 
killed livestock young before birth by placing snakes under the door-
steps of the victims’ houses. Of the other two criminals Nider says that 
they either allegedly transformed into harm-bringing mice or brought 
calamities to people, livestock and harvests. They were also able to “de 
loco ad locum per aera ... transineare”, that is to rise up into the skies 
and fly from place to place.8 Although the witches’ flight is insinuated 
in Nider’s text, the actual trials of the three male witches evidently still 
bore some features of traditional sorcery trials.

For those who would like to implicate Nider in the connection between 
misogyny and witch persecutions, this work of his does not provide a good 
foundation.9 The image drawn of women in the Formicarius is an anom-
alous one: some are portrayed as credulous and debauched, making them 
easy prey for seduction by the Devil; but Nider also describes numerous 
exemplary women who conformed with his reformist ideal.10 The cases 
Nider describes have nothing to do with the newly invented witches’ sect 
but are reports of individual trials of women in which charges of sorcery 
also played a role. Neither in the Formicarius nor in any other of Nider’s 
works can he be said to focus witchcraft crimes on women.11

Nider’s gender-neutral notion of this new diabolical sect was consist-
ent with that of other 15th century theologians. Pierre Mamor(is), a 
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French Professor of Theology at the University of Poitiers saw ‘homines 
et mulieres’,12 that is ‘men and women’ in this diabolical sect. The same 
was true of the Inquisitor Nicolas Jacquier, who operated in northern 
France, but like Johannes Nider participated in the Council of Basle, and 
who saw this group as consisting of both genders, and described their 
fall from the Catholic faith, the Devil’s pact formed by both men and 
women. In Jacquier’s work, however, there is no mistaking the close rela-
tionship between heresy and witchcraft; indeed he equates the two:

Not only women attend the sect or synagogue of the witches; men 
also frequent them, and worse [still] clerics and religious men. They 
stand and can be discerned communicating with the demons ... by 

Illustration 5.1 The baptism of a male witch as envisaged by the persecutors. 
With this ritual the candidate became apostate from God, joined the ranks of the 
unfaithful and professed his belief in the cause of evil. In the background, other 
men and women are waiting to receive the rites and join the ranks of the Devil’s 
army. Guazzo’s work was published in Italy but based on the observations and 
experiences he made in Central Europe (Woodcut from: Francesco Maria Guazzo, 
Compendium Maleficarum, Milan 1626.)
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renouncing God, the Catholic faith and the mysteries of the faith, 
whom the demons promise protection and support ...13

Clergy who read Nider’s work experienced enlightenment and were 
inspired to rethink their ideas on witches.14 Within the church, belief 
in harm induced by magic began to grow. The ‘Formicarius’ intensified 
the perception of alleged witchcraft as a crime and the reception of 
cumulative demonologies in learned Catholic discussion. Nider’s trea-
tise appeared in five editions between 1480 and 1692, and was appended 
to ‘The Witches’ Hammer’ which first appeared in 1486.

The struggle of the ‘womanish era’: 
The Witches’ Hammer (1486)

In 1445, at the age of 15, the most likely sole author of The Witches’ 
Hammer, Heinrich Kramer, also known by his latinized name, Heinrich 
Institor(is)15, joined a Dominican monastery. In 1479 the Pope 
appointed him Inquisitor for southern Germany, but the witch trials 
he initiated in Innsbruck failed. In 1486 his Malleus maleficarum, The 
Witches’ Hammer appeared.16 There seems to be a general consensus in 
international research that the German Professor of Theology, Jakob 
Sprenger – long thought to have been a co-author of this work – was, 
in fact not involved. By naming another authority, Institor(is) was evi-
dently trying to immunize his work against criticism.

The Witches’ Hammer is based on theological traditions and is a 
 collage-style compilation of important statements by church authorities. 
Institor(is) tries by the way he selects and places the citations to account 
for the reality of comtemporary witchcraft crimes and rejects the fic-
tional concept of traditional Mediaeval magic. The Witches’ Hammer 
describes at various points maleficium, the Devil’s pact, sexual relations 
with the Devil, but only rare cases of the Sabbat and there is neither a 
detailed nor a compact description in the Witches’ Hammer of this latter 
pattern and the consequences it had for inquisitional practice.

The title of the work is itself in the feminine form Malleus Maleficarum, 
thus revealing the prime tendency of the work to denote witchcraft a 
female offence. This is in contrast to the usage of other 15th century 
authors such as Jacquier who included the male sex by using the mascu-
line plural form in his title ‘Flagellum maleficorum’. Institor(is) used the 
same term when designating the newly discovered and alleged witch-
craft crimes an aspect of the heretical movement and classifying them 
as ‘heresis maleficorum’.17 For Institor(is) this heresy movement was of 
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a new calibre, since the structure of its membership differed from pre-
vious heretical groups in that, as he saw it, it was now largely in female 
hands and commanded immense and new powers, given the support 
these groups had from the Devil.

The Witches’ Hammer portrays the entire female sex – with the excep-
tion of women such as Mary or other female saints, who are character-
ized as asexual – as a potential partner of evil. The relevant passages in 
the text are, admittedly, well known but should, nonetheless, be cited 
here once more:

Woman, therefore, is evil as a result of nature because she doubts 
more quickly in the Faith. She also denies the Faith more quickly, 
this being the base for acts of sorcery.... Indeed, just as the result of 
the first defect, that of intelligence, is that they commit the renun-
ciation of the Faith more easily than do men, so too the result of 
the second, namely irregular desires and passions, is that they seek, 
think up and inflict various acts of vengeance, whether through acts 
of sorcery or other means, Hence, it is no wonder that such a large 
number exists in this category ... Conclusion: Everything is governed 
by carnal lusting, which is insatiable in them.... and for this reason 
they even cavort with demons to satisfy their lust ... Hence, and con-
sequently, it should be called the Heresy not of the Sorcerers but of 
Sorceresses, to name it after the predominant element. Blessed be 
the Highest One, Who has, down to the present day, preserved the 
male kind from such a disgraceful behaviour, and clearly made man 
privileged since He wished to be born and suffer on our behalf in the 
guise of a man18

Institor(is) did actually concede that women only represent the 
 majority (and not the entirety) of the Devil’s followers: ‘... while women 
are sorcerers in greater numbers than men ...’,19 thus seeming to rela-
tivize the axiom whereby this new crime is attributed on principle to 
women. These remain, however, hollow words and serve only as pro-
tection against potential allegations of one-sidedness. Men do not, 
Institor(is) continued, pass down to their children the ability to perform 
witchcraft or the desire to form a pact with evil forces; the disposition 
towards such evil acts is bequeathed strictly matrilinearly.20 His belief 
that men are little disposed to witchcraft is illustrated by his mention 
of intercourse with the Devil to which men are not drawn ‘... since the 
natural strength of reason by which men surpass women leads men to 
shrink from such things to a greater degree.’21
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Yet Institor(is) did not entirely deny the existence of male witches. 
Unlike the carriers of magical notes securing protection from war injur-
ies, who are of little relevance, these male witches enter into a pact with 
the Devil and thus become male agents of evil. They are able to enchant 
weapons and are also known as the archer-sorcerers whose deathly skills 
induced various princes to employ them as mercenaries:

The final (for the present time) kind of sorcery is that in which men 
are tainted.... First, the severity of the crime as manifested in archer 
sorcerers should be noted with reference to seven different horrible 
crimes ... they shoot at the most holy image of the Crucifix with an 
arrow during the solemn rites of the Mass as if shooting at a target. 
What cruelty and insult for the Savior! ... they must enter into an 
agreement with the demon to commit apostasy by word in addition 
to apostasy by work ... they will be able to kill the same number of 
men on a given day ...22

Institor(is), then, sees military conflict as being the chief area in 
which men are able to become actively involved in witchcraft on a par 
with women.

Not only does Institor(is) categorize witchcraft as a primarily female 
crime but he goes one step further; he characterizes his own era as 
‘womanly time’,23 thus decrying it as less worthy than past ages in 
which the world was not yet full of evil. Mackay translates the Latin 
adjective ‘muliebre’ as ‘womanly’; perhaps ‘womanish’ or a more expli-
cit expression such as ‘womanly lightness’ gives a better indication of 
the deprecatory nature of this term.

In this era, Institor(is) argues, feminine characteristics encroach on 
men and apostasy in men brings about the downfall of humanity. His 
is a society in which ‘... effeminate men who have no Zeal for the Faith 
leave such crimes unpunished ...’.24 Here, he attributes one of the hege-
monial contemporary concepts of women to men; the gender concept 
for this type of men is not diametrically opposed to that of women.

In order to support his arguments and to underline the feminine char-
acter of witchcraft, Institor(is) goes as far as to make slight alterations 
to borrowings from earlier demonological works. Another Dominican 
brother, Johannes Nider, reports trials of male and female defendants 
in the 15th century. In the Witches’ Hammer, however, the names of the 
accused men are omitted; Institor(is) copies the facts almost word for 
word from Nider but names only women as alleged evil-doers. Where, in 
the Formicarius it says unmistakably ‘malefici utriusque sexus infantes 
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vorant’, that is ‘witches of both sexes eat children’, the Witches’ Hammer 
reads: ‘malefice infantes devorare solent’, that is ‘[female] witches have 
the habit of devouring babies’.25 Nider also describes early witch trials in 
Savoy and in regions of today’s Switzerland, which tell of ‘malefici’ (the 
gender-neutral term for witches) who were burnt at the stake. In relay-
ing this information, Institor(is), however, speaks exclusively of women 
as the alleged offenders.26 Institor(is) thus feminizes ‘intellectual bor-
rowings’ and historical sources by eliminating men from the reports of 
those persecuted, and ascribing the alleged crimes to women.

Whereas older research credits the Witches’ Hammer virtually with 
canonical respect, assuming it to have had a broadly positive  reception27, 
more recent studies assume that the work did not have such a great 
impact, despite its 29 editions.28 This debate might gain from differ-
entiating between the different historical periods; in the 16th century 
before the publication of other demonological works the impact of 
the Witches’ Hammer was certainly greater than in the 17th century. 
Witchcraft research has also shown that in larger territories such as the 
Prince-Bishopric of Mainz, Franche-Comté and in the Austrian heredi-
tary territories the ‘Malleus’ had little practical effect on the develop-
ment of the persecution of witches, indicating that the reception of the 
treatise differed from one region to another.29 The Spanish Inquisition 
at any rate did not recognize the authority of the ‘Malleus’.30 In all these 
areas the number of men persecuted was above average. This again poses 
the question as to whether the theory of witch persecution followed the 
practice, rather than the other way around.

‘The Protestant Pope’: Martin Luther (1526)

Likewise the witches, who are the Devil’s whores and steal milk, raise 
storms, ride on goats or broomsticks or fly through the air on their 
mantles, shoot, lame or maim people, martyr babies in their cradles, 
cast spells to hinder men in their conjugal relations ... and force  people 
into love and immorality and many other works of the Devil.31

The ‘Protestant Pope’ seems here to be placing himself in the tradition 
of the elaborated concept of witchcraft which had developed in learned 
Catholic discourse towards the end of the 15th century. However, the 
citation proves to be a definition of the prevailing contemporary view 
of witches rather than a representation of Luther’s own position on the 
reality or otherwise of witchcraft. Luther’s true concept of witchcraft 
can only be gleaned from the many scattered mentions throughout all 
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his works, for there is no compact work available on this matter. In 
principle, Luther thought it possible to practise maleficium by means 
of magical aggression, thus supporting the idea of the Devil’s pact and 
sexual relations with the Devil which lay behind it, but he distinctly 
rejected the reality of the witches’ flight. The concept of witchcraft as a 
collective crime is not found in his works.32

With the exception of his recurrent call for the death penalty for 
sorcery,33 Luther’s witchcraft concept, then, can be classified as com-
plying with contemporary Catholic discourse in the tradition of the 
‘Canon Episcopi’. To call Luther an opponent of the ‘witch craze’, as 
some historians have tried to do,34 is an attempt to retrieve his honour 
but does not do justice to his position. As regards the persecution of 
witches, Luther remained silent, a fact which can only be interpreted 
as acceptance of the way secular justice dealt with alleged witches. In 
1540, witches were burnt at the stake in Wittenberg, the town where 
Luther lived and worked for much of his life; Luther was aware of this, as 
indeed he was of witch trials in other Protestant-ruled towns and terri-
tories. Admittedly, he died before the first major witch-hunts took place 
around 1560, but in his lifetime there was an unmistakable increase in 
the number of burnings in Lutheran Thuringia, Osnabrück, Pomerania 
and other regions. Even taking into account the communication diffi-
culties of the early modern era, it can be assumed that it was possible to 
be aware of these executions, the more so since they clearly represented 
more than isolated individual cases. Luther remained silent.

Before assessing Luther’s opinion on the gender issue in witchcraft 
crimes, the nature and value of the sources often used to cite him should 
be closely scrutinized. When citing Luther’s statements, researchers 
have frequently used sources not authorized by Luther himself, such 
as the printed versions, available in large numbers after 1566, of his 
so-called ‘Table Talk’. This work was put together largely from notes 
made restrospectively or even from transcripts of these notes. The value 
of these tertiary sources is limited in comparison with surviving works 
written by Luther himself. For the reception of Luther’s ideas, however, 
the Table Talk is of considerable relevance as here Luther’s ideas were 
reduced to a clear presentation of the basic theses; furthermore, they 
provided a good and authoritative citation. In order to differentiate 
between reception and original statement, I will for the present use pri-
mary sources here.

In the theological works dealing with his principal theories, Luther 
assumes sorcery or witchcraft crimes to be gender neutral.35 He says that 
the passive quest for help from ‘male witches and female witches’ as well 
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as the practice of magic ‘... that magic has been practised ... that a pact 
with the Devil has been made’36 contravene the First Commandment. 
In the more popular works, however, he turns away from these more 
abstract evaluations and unequivocally denotes witchcraft a female 
crime, whereby he is speaking of witchcraft as it is understood by his 
contemporaries and not as it was used historically or as he described it 
to have been used historically.

Of the [female] witch.... Why does the law name here women more 
than men, although men also violate it? Because women more than 
men are vulnerable to the incantations and adjurations of the Devil. 
Like Eve.... They shall be put to death.... It is an extremely just law 
which lays down that the [female] witches shall be put to death, for 
they cause much harm, such as hitherto has been ignored ... This law 
relating to female witches must be seen in the light of the harm they 
cause to body and soul; they administer potions and incantations 
to stir up hatred, love, storms, all manner of destruction havoc in 
the home and on the farmlands.... Where Satan does not appear, his 
female abettor, a [female] witch does. [Female] witches should be put 
to death for they are thieves, adulteresses, robbers, murderers ...’37

Men do not figure here any longer and Luther does not use the 
male form of witch at all in this detailed statement on witchcraft. At 
another place in the text in an analogy with the Witches’ Hammer, 
Luther describes men as tending only to weapon magic.38 It is true that 
Luther uses the same proportion of feminine and masculine grammat-
ical forms to refer to people imputed to have magical skills39 but there is 
a difference in the quality of the activities described. Female witchcraft 
crimes are committed in association with the Devil:

First he [the Devil] attacks humans where they are the weakest, 
namely in the female person, Eve not Adam. All his challenges are 
directed towards temptation where we are weak and susceptible, 
where he had attacked Adam ... Paul said, Adam was not seduced but 
Eve, the woman, was; she did not have as much understanding as 
Adam.... His intellect was greater, she was bad and simple-minded. 
She did not perceive Satan’s ploy.40

Unlike in the Witches’ Hammer where women’s susceptibility is taken 
to be the consequence of female hypersexuality, Luther sees their sus-
ceptibility as arising from weakness of character and lack of intellectual 
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ability in the tradition of Eve. The male sex, then, can hardly serve as 
the Devil’s gateway to mankind. Magic as practised by men is at the 
most natural magic, with no evil connections,41 for Luther argues, ‘a 
man is endowed with more and greater understanding, courage and 
stability’.42 Luther was not only derogatory about women, he also rede-
fined their role. As in the past, he saw them as subordinate to their hus-
bands but he taught that the relationship between man and wife should 
be based on mutual respect, support and love. In his view, woman as 
the ideal housewife represents a necessary counterpart to man with an 
independent role and rights.43

Even if Luther envisaged women as God’s creatures and ideally as 
pious marriage partners, his view of the world was based on the gender 
hierarchy and it was this which influenced his conception that witch-
craft was gender-related. For Luther witchcraft emanated from women:

August 25th in the year 1538, there was much talk of [female] witches 
and sorceresses who stole eggs from hens’ nests, and milk and butter: 
we should show them [the female witches and sorceresses] no mercy. 
I would burn them myself for one reads in the law that the priests 
began to stone the offenders ...44

Strict Calvinists: L. Daneau (1573) and H. Bullinger (1586)

Lambert Daneau was born into an aristocratic tax collector family. 
Although orphaned young, he was able to study Law and Theology in 
Orléans, Bourges and Geneva. After the events of St Bartholomew’s Day 
1572 Daneau, a Huguenot, emigrated to Geneva where he taught the-
ology at the university, later moving on to the Universities of Leiden 
and Gent, where he was accused of intolerance. Daneau wrote 27 works, 
most of them moral-theological writings and in 1573, now a well-
known protagonist of Calvinism, published a work on the persecution 
of witches, which also appeared in French the same year. In 1575 it was 
published in German and in 1586 in English.45 This second-generation 
reformer died in 1595.

Considering that there was – and is – no such legal entity as a reformed 
church, Daneau can be viewed as a representative of a particular line 
in Calvinism. Two other Calvinist opponents of the persecutions, 
the Reformist pastor from Hesse, Anton Prätorius, and the Heidelberg 
theologian Herman Witekind, also wrote Calvinist interpretations of 
 witchcraft. The very title of Daneau’s work equates  witchcraft crimes 
with heresy for the word ‘eriges’, no longer used in modern French, 
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means ‘heretic’.46 He considers maleficium and the Devil’s pact self-
 evident realities which require no further explanation. The malefi-
cents, he says, were perpetrators of harm to both humans and animals, 
chiefly by means of poison; they met irregularly at the Sabbat where 
they renewed their pact with the evil one and procured the poison 
they needed for their evil deeds47; Daneau does not, however, mention 
intercourse with the Devil.48 Anyone convicted of a witchcraft crime 
should be given the death sentence – without exception. Daneau sums 
his arguments thus:

In short, I uphold that all [male and female] witches are deserving of 
public and universal hatred and thus of death for they are enemies 
of the human race, apostates from the Christian faith, they are guilty 
of lese-majesty, both human and divine, they are traitors, they revolt 
against and desert God.... A [male and female] witch is a diabolical 
poisoner and murderer.49

This quote shows that Daneau was not at all interested in the gender 
specificity of witchcraft crimes. In the 1573 and 1579 editions he is 
almost consistent in his use of the semantically generic term ‘sorcier’. 
Only rarely does he use the gendered terms ‘sorciers et sorcières’ and 
‘eriges et sorcières’50 although he does remark, more or less by the way, 
that ‘fearful and soft or weak’51 women were particularly susceptible to 
the Devil’s courtship. In his work he refers to actual trials in France, one 
of which was the trial of a male peasant, another of a male aristocrat.52 
Daneau adds two detailed protocols of trials held in the year 1574 to 
the end of his work. The confessions made in the course of these trials 
derived from two women and a man; the latter was implicated in the 
trial through denunciations and he was attested to have played a major 
role in spreading the witches’ sect.53

So both his theoretical arguments and his examples go to underline 
Daneau’s notion that witchcraft crimes were not gender related but 
could be committed equally by women and men.

Little is known about the reception of Daneau’s work. However, his 
works were known to a Lutheran village parson by the name of Meiger, 
who lived in Holstein; they were also quoted by the Saxon jurist Carpzov 
and even by a high-ranking church official in Riga, Latvia.54 It is certain 
that Daneau’s thoughts were echoed in the French-speaking areas of the 
empire. Surprisingly, though, the leading Calvinist power, the Electorate 
of Palatinate, did not follow his suggestions and the Reformist author-
ities here suppressed almost all the requests of the population to hold 
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trials. The Electorate of Palatinate thus became a persecution-free zone 
within the Holy Roman Empire.55

A similar, though modified and not so generalized, concept of witch-
craft was expressed by Heinrich Bullinger of Zurich, Zwingli’s successor 
as leader of the Protestant church in northern Switzerland. His compre-
hensive correspondence influenced the development of the Reformation 
throughout Europe. In 1571 he published a short work in which he 
declared that he considered maleficium, the Devil’s pact and  intercourse 
with the Devil to be real56; this work was intended as assistance for the 
clergy rather than for laypeople.57 At much the same time, a true witch 
hysteria erupted in Geneva in connection with an outbreak of the plague, 
and Zürich and other places in Switzerland also saw an increase in the 
number of witchcraft trials from about 1570 onwards. Bullinger noted 
that ‘... amongst women there are some who are called sorceresses and 
witches.... They renounce God and the true faith and pledge themselves 
to the Devil....’ The Devil approaches these women, wins them over, and 
he sustains the pact by holding ‘wedding, repast and dance; he cohabits 
with them and commits many abominations with them....’58

Yet Bullinger also knows men who

are sorcerers and in their main activities are much akin to the 
[female] witches so that they are known as male witches and make 
a pact and come to an understanding with the Devil, to whom they 
commit themselves ...

In using the two grammatical forms ‘malefici and maleficae’,59 
Bullinger attributes magical aggression to both sexes, although he con-
siders women to show a greater tendency to join with the Devil for, he 
stresses, ‘You shall not allow the sorceress to live.’60

The Danish reformer: Niels Hemmingsen (1576)

In 1553, Hemmingsen, a pupil of the highly regarded Protestant theo-
logian Melanchthon, was appointed Professor at the University of 
Copenhagen and soon became a decisive authority of the second gener-
ation of reformers in the Danish Lutheran church. In 1575 he published 
a work on the witch persecutions; he had previously been attacked for his 
Calvinist opinions and for this reason the Danish king finally relieved 
him of his teaching duties in 1579.61 The work on witches appeared in 
Latin and in Danish in 1575/6 and, in order to reach a wider audience, 
in 1586 also in German.62
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As this is the only complete work written by a Reformer and dealing 
with Danish witch persecutions to appear in Denmark, it retained its 
decisive influence even after Hemmingsen’s dismissal from his post; it 
remained particularly relevant for the training of clergy who also came 
from the north of Germany, largely from Holstein.

In keeping with Protestant tradition, Hemmingsen was particu-
larly interested in combatting folkloristic superstition since, in his 
eyes, anyone who believed in the effectiveness of magical powers 
or made use of others’ magical activities must be an apostate from 
God.63 Hemmingsen taught in the tradition of Christian demonology 
that only a pact with the Devil makes it possible to perform magic 
deeds, for humans beings are not able to develop magic powers of 
their own accord.64 Magical harm to livestock, humans and crops as 
well as – clearly for many male theologians of the time an inevitable 
feature – male virility, though at times imagined was frequently real 
and thus punishable by death. ‘Maleficium’ is at the centre of his 
arguments65; however, he categorically denies the existence of the 
witches’ Sabbat:

Accordingly we must ask whether the female witches, having assumed 
other forms, meet at a certain place by night to feast and drink with 
one another? This should be considered a deception which derives 
from the demons.... The female witches consider it to be reality. But 
in truth it is only a deception by the Devil.66

This gives a clear view of Hemmingsen’s witchcraft image: witches 
are of the female sex, for the Devil derives his ‘strength from the 
[female] witches’.67 Men were able to relate closely to God, and rarely 
does Hemmingsen use the male form ‘zeuberer’[male witch].68 In the 
Danish edition of 1576 he speaks consistently of ‘troldkvinde’ and 
‘troldkone’69 – both feminine noun forms – as agents of the Devil. In 
Hemmingsen’s view it is not the alleged carnal lust of the Witches’ 
Hammer which drives women into the fangs of the Devil but the fact 
that they are less able than men to commit themselves to the faith. 
This, he expresses in Lutheran tradition as follows:

For the Devil takes objection to his secrets being divulged as he does 
not wish for people of good understanding to become aware of his 
evil tricks or for his arts to fall into contempt. Thus he prefers to use 
women rather than male persons for his deeds, for women, like Eve, 
can more easily be deceived.70
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The effects of Hemmingsen’s teachings were felt in the Danish-
speaking world into the 17th century. Attempts by the Danish bishop 
Brochmand in the middle of the 17th century to assert the reality of 
the Witches’ Sabbat, in contradiction of Hemmingsen’s ideas, fell on 
deaf ears in theological circles; the foundations laid by Hemmingsen 
went too deep.71 At the centre of Danish demonology was the notion 
of maleficium based on the Devil’s pact; other elements such as the 
Witches’ Sabbat, a combined product of early modern French-German 
demonology, were not received with any degree of passion and had no 
significant impact in the Kingdom of Denmark.

The Catholic political theorist: Jean Bodin (1580)

After completing his studies, Jean Bodin was appointed Professor of Law 
at the University of Toulouse and in 1584 he became Public Prosecutor 
in Laôn, where he died 12 years later. In his chief work Six livres de la 
République he developed the concept of a state which, though absolute, 
was bound by divine and natural law; in a later work he also demanded 
tolerance between the various Christian denominations.

In De la Démonomanie Des Sorciers, printed in 1580, he ascribed the 
state an active role in the fight against evil in the form of magical activ-
ities for these, he argued, constituted an offence against God and natural 
law. Bodin also applied the call for the assertion of order by the sovereign 
princes to the realm of evil, at the centre of which he saw the so-called 
Witches’ Sabbat.72 This was both the real and the symbolic manifest-
ation of disorder, the antithesis to the newly designed ‘res publica’ of 
absolutism.73 Bodin’s demonology, then, was ‘political demonology’.74

Bodin begins his work with a comprehensive definition in which he 
discusses and condemns all those people who cooperate with either good 
or bad demons. He does not, however, categorize them  gender-wise:

A [male witch or female] witch [‘sorcier’] is a person who consciously 
tries to accomplish something by diabolical means.75

Bodin uses the term ‘sorcier’ as a gender-neutral category for people 
who practise witchcraft, i.e. both male and female witches. In a more 
detailed definition of the crime of witchcraft he leaves no doubt as to the 
fact that he sees both sexes as being, in principle, capable of the crime:

But one should also note that the word ‘sorcier’ [male witch or 
female witch] is not only used of those who cast the die to  determine 
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whether good or evil will come to pass (which is tantamount to 
magic) but principally of those [both men and women are implied 
here by the masculine and feminine demonstrative pronouns ‘ceux’ 
and ‘celles’, R.S.] who strew or bury harmful powders on the paths 
or under the thresholds of stables to bring death upon those who 
pass there.76

The term ‘sorciers’ is used throughout all four books of this work 
for even once it has been worked, harmful magic cannot be gendered. 
Bodin names several forms of magical aggression:

This is why the [male and female] witches are forced by Satan to do 
evil, to poison men and beasts77

Subsequently, he underlines his argument with numerous examples 
from confessions made in French witchcraft trials. In Souillac a man 
admitted to weather magic, in Poitiers a man caused the death of live-
stock, in the Auvergne horses, in Alençon people were said to have been 
killed. Women allegedly spread diseases by means of powders in Senlis; 
in Soissons they confessed to using magic powers to split open girls’ 
heads, in Laôn they damaged crops in the fields.78

Bodin also considered the basis of witchcraft, the voluntary pact with 
the Devil including possible subsequent copulation with the Devil, as 
something which could be undertaken by both sexes:

All the more, the contracts, agreements, sacrifices, worship and 
detestable copulations of the [male and female] witches are not 
only voluntary but take place of their own free and spontaneous 
will ...79

This French jurist reports in his treatise on many witch trials in the 
course of which the accused admitted to the pact with evil. Male and 
female witches in Paris, Toulouse, Maine and Poitou had made this 
criminal pact; and other persons of both sexes had gone one step fur-
ther and also had sexual intercourse with the Devil.80

In his description of the witches’ Sabbat,81 the core element of Bodin’s 
demonology, men’s participation in witchcraft crimes becomes even 
clearer. Bodin does not give a cohesive analysis of this aspect of witch-
craft, nor does he provide any specific arguments on this point, he sim-
ply relates the accounts of various people who had admitted taking part 
in the meeting of the witches’ sects and who reported that numerous 
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persons of both sexes had attended there. He recounts the statement of 
one alleged male witch thus:

The man, finding himself in the company of a large number of 
[male and female] witches unknown to him and hideous  devils 
with human countenances, began to say, ‘My God, where are 
we?’...82

When they saw each other at the gathering, his wife took him [her 
husband] aside to watch the mysterious spectacle until she showed 
her respect to the leader of the assembly who was pompously dressed 
as a prince and accompanied by a great multitude of men and women 
who paid homage to their master.83

These descriptions are complemented by further reports of the 
witches’ Sabbat in trials, some of women, some of men and women, 
from the regions of Ribemont, Blois, Châteauroux, Châtellerault and 
Laval in France, and from Savoy (at that time not yet a part of France).84 
Bodin also gives a more detailed description of the lives and alleged 
crimes of a number of male witches. A male witch by the name of ‘Trois-
Eschelles’ plays a special role for he appears repeatedly throughout the 
various books of this work. Around 1570 in the region of Poitou, ‘Trois-
Eschelles Manseau’ confessed to having used a magic powder to kill 
people and animals and to destroy the harvest; his male accomplices, 
like women, bore the Devil’s mark as the witches’ stigma on their bod-
ies; he partook in the witches’ Sabbat, where he mentioned that both 
men and women were present, and even whilst under arrest he gave 
proof of his magical skills.85 Bodin viewed witchcraft as a primarily 
gender-unspecific crime; he considered it identical with heresy and thus 
as the apostasy of a large group of people from God, state and all forms 
of order.86 This organized group contained, thus Bodin, members of 
all social classes, from princes to their subjects, and of different gen-
erations, from parents to their children.87

Misogynist views, such as Bodin expressed in earlier works, do not 
appear in the Démonomanie des Sorciers88 until the chapter in which he 
expresses his reaction to the arguments of the opponent of persecution, 
Johannes Weyer. In this chapter, which was added to the other four vol-
umes at a later date, Bodin argues that women are more likely to become 
witches by reason of their ‘bestial needs’, their moral weakness and the 
smaller size of their heads.89 Women, who Bodin places on a par with 
snakes and flies, infect men, and eventually also children with their 
diabolical tendencies. The character of the male sex in Bodin’s view is 
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such that for the greater part men are not initiators of, but accomplices 
in, magical-demonic activities:

Satan addressed himself first and foremost to the woman, by whom 
man was seduced. Further, I contend that God wished to secure order 
and to weaken Satan by giving him power primarily over the less 
esteemed creatures such as serpents, flies and other beasts which the 
law of God calls unclean; and then over other brutal beasts and over 
the human race: and over humans rather more than over the others. 
I add that Satan, by women’s means, draws the husbands and the 
children to his leash ...90

Bodin’s frequently cited statement that there is one male witch to 
50 female witches is, in fact, in the original work91 a repetition of the 
opinion of other, for the most part ancient, authors. The reference to 
this proportion is intended to indicate the fact that, of those who tend 
towards magical aggression, women are in the majority; but the num-
bers are by no means meant to be taken literally.

Bodin’s Démonomanie appeared in 26 editions and in French, Latin, 
Italian and German. In 1596 the Pope placed the work on the Index 
of prohibited books, arguing that it relied too heavily on Jewish 
sources; this did not, however, have any impact on the popularity of 
the books.92 Bodin’s works met with widespread approval93 – although 
jurists formed a large proportion of his readership.94 However, in con-
sidering the impact of his work, the influence of particular arguments 
on the various regional persecutions should also be taken into account. 
The systematic development of thought in the Démonomanie bolstered 
contemporary demonology in that it appeared to be based on a stable 
foundation.

The satirical translator: Johann Fischart (1581)

Bodin’s Démonomanie first appeared in German translation in 1581 and 
so became accessible to those readers unable to understand French or 
Latin.95 It was translated by Johann Fischart; born in Alsace, Fischer was a 
Protestant jurist at the Imperial Chamber Court in Speyer and later a local 
magistrate in Lorraine, and had published a number of satirical works. On 
close scrutiny, it becomes apparent that Fischart did not render an exact 
translation of Bodin’s work; by using satirical puns and twisting words he 
altered the language and linguistic form of the work. The ‘sabbat des sor-
ciers’, for instance, became the ‘Witches’ Imperial Diet’, an allusion to the 
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Imperial Diet which comprised the estates of the Holy Roman Empire. In 
order to give a correct rendering of the feminine form ‘sorcière’ and to 
distinguish it in German from the masculine ‘sorcier’, he used the typ-
ical German feminine suffix ‘-in’ and developed a new word ‘Hexin’.96 
This he then used as an additional feminine form alongside the gender-
 neutral term ‘Hexe’. Witches’ marks were to be found, not as in Bodin 
‘on the thighs’ but ‘on the arse cheeks’.97 Despite this satirical undertone, 
Fischer identifies with Bodin’s teachings and expands on the latter’s work 
with linguistic modifications and his own contextual add itions, which 
might have been significant for its reception in the empire.

As Bodin, Fischart expresses the view that the female sex is the more 
vulnerable one, intensifying Bodin’s misogynist remarks by an addition 
of his own:

(Translation of Bodin’s sentence)

The poets suggested, for they wrote that Pallas, the Goddess of 
Wisdom was born from the brain of Zeus and could not show herself 
to have a mother, that wisdom does not come from women, for they 
are by nature more akin to animals. (Fischart’s addition) ... and both 
adage and experience show that if a regiment of women were to be 
commissioned it would not endure beyond sunset: And that it is said 
women have long dresses and weak minds.98

Fischart nevertheless follows Bodin’s principle that both sexes are 
capable of entering into the pact with the Devil and the consequences 
which ensue. Bodin’s term ‘sorcier’ is regularly translated as ‘male 
witches and female witches’ (‘Hexenmeister und Hexe’) so that the 
semantically neutral French noun is expressed in the German title in 
distinct masculine and feminine grammatical forms. In 1581 Fischart 
translated ‘Démonomanie des sorciers’ true to the original meaning and 
use of words, as ‘Daemonomania, concerning the wild and furious host 
of demons, all manner of magicians, female witches and male witches’. 
This latter pair (male and female witches) appears repeatedly together 
with other combinations (such as sorcerer and sorceress, ‘Zauberer und 
Zauberin’ – here Fischart added the feminine suffix ‘-in’ to the mascu-
line word ‘Zauberer’ – as well as other formulations99) in the titles of 11 
of 27 chapters, something which could not have been overlooked even 
by inexperienced readers. The titles are as follows:

‘On the description or definition of female witches and male witches 
[‘Hexen und Hexenmeister’]’100
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‘On the rapture and extasy of the male witches and female witches 
[‘Zauberer und Hexen’] and their manner of associating and  copulating 
with the evil spirits’101

‘Whether the male witches and female witches [‘Zauberer und Zauberin’] 
maintain their carnal relationships with the evil  spirits’102

‘Whether the male witches and female witches [‘Zauberer und Zauberin’] 
have the power to create and disseminate illness, infertility, hail and 
storms, and to kill humans and animals’103

‘Whether the male witches and female witches [‘Zauberer und Unholden’] 
help the sick to the best of treatments and health’104

‘Whether the male witches and female witches [‘Zauberer und Unholden’] 
through their witchcraft can bring people beauty, dignity, honour, 
riches and skills, and can cause and pass on  fertility’105

‘Whether the sorcerers and sorceresses [‘Zauberer und Unholden’] can do 
more harm than any other’106

‘How to investigate and take legal proceedings against the female 
witches and male witches [‘Hexen und Hexenmeister’].’107

‘On the confessions and avowals of the female witches and male witches 
exacted with and without torture [‘Unholden and Zauberer’].’108

‘On suspicions and speculations with regard to the male witches and 
female witches [‘Zauberer und Unholden’]’109

‘On the punishments that the male witches and female witches [‘Zauberer 
und Unholden’] should receive.’110

Fischart – as Bodin – then states that ‘... countless sorcerers and 
witches in Germany ...’111 are not only capable of apostasy from God 
and alliances with Satan but have even admitted to and practised the 
Devil’s pact. These people make up the ‘host of demons’.

Fischart’s translation must have been in considerable demand 
as new editions appeared in 1586 and 1591. It is not yet known 
whether or how the reception of the work varied from one region 
to another.

Lutheran orthodoxy: Johannes Godelmann (1584)

Godelmann (sometimes spelt Goedelmann), a Lutheran jurist, came 
originally from Württemberg, studied law in Wittenberg, Rostock and 
Basle and in 1583 became Professor for Roman Law at the University of 
Rostock and was appointed court counsellor by the Prince Electorate 
of Saxony. His witchcraft lectures appeared in print five times between 
1584 and 1676.112
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Godelmann accepted in principle that maleficium could be practised 
on people, animals and plants, but rejected the idea of weather magic as 
fiction.113 He also accepted the Devil’s pact as the cause of this magical 
aggression, but classed both intercourse with the Devil114 and the pat-
tern of the witches’ Sabbat as products of the imagination which he 
attributed to delusions due to phases of impaired consciousness.115

Whether made with or without torture, he considered denunciations to 
be of little significance. The naming of accomplices – male and female – was 
only to lead to prosecution if family members were involved; Godelmann 
was an ardent supporter of the family theory in witchcraft.116

He argued in favour of graduated penalties, a pattern that today can 
be considered typical of Lutheran orthodoxy:117 witchcraft was only 
to be punished by burning when it was coupled with a pact with the 
Devil. Godelmann did not foresee the death penalty for phantasized 
witchcraft or Devil’s pacts from which no harm arose.

For Godelmann, witchcraft was unequivocally sex-specific. Admittedly, 
he does occassionally see men as possible sources of maleficium118 but 
women are for him the typical source of magical aggression. Whereas 
men are able to resist the influence of the Devil by wont of their reason 
and physical constitution, women’s weak and revengeful nature, their 
credulity and lower level of intelligence coupled with a sense of mistrust 
make them more likely to enter a pact with the Devil:

Why women are found most among this species [all witches] is obvi-
ous. For the weaker the nature of a person is, the more the soul seeks 
revenge and such is mostly the nature of women. And whoever is 
of such disposition can be persuaded by the Devil to change their 
minds from one course to another, pulled from good to bad, and 
even seduced, duped and deceived ...119

Because men, unlike women, do not produce the fatal moisture from 
their bodies, thus Godelmann, they are less susceptible to the Devil and 
his pacts.120 This is fully in keeping with classical western theory, the 
so-called medical theory of the juices, which he uses here, as did the 
authors of the Witches’ Hammer, to support his reasoning that women 
were largely responsible for witchcraft crimes.

Having thus vented his opinions on women, Godelmann returns to 
men: if men, despite their physical and intellectual superiority, none-
theless submit to the Devil, then:

A mild sentence should be passed upon those whom we trust by rea-
son of the weakness of their sex that they will not subject themselves 
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to such a thing. The men must be punished more severely the more 
it is their due to rule women with their example.121

Whoever, then, was endowed by dint of their birth with better means 
of resisting Satan’s advances but nonetheless yielded to the power of evil 
and no longer set the example expected of him as a man must, accord-
ing to this Protestant jurist, reckon with more severe punishment.

Godelmann’s work made a distinctive mark. Because of his position 
as legal advisor on practical matters of witch persecution in northern 
Germany and thanks also to his printed works, his emphasis on the 
element of ‘maleficium’ in the witch paradigm, his rejection of the idea 
of the witches’ Sabbat and of special legal procedure for cases of alleged 
magic made a decisive impression on Protestant demonology.122 Little 
importance was ascribed to denunciations of other persons not involved 
in the trial itself. Although Godelmann was sceptical of the excesses of 
the witch-hunts which arose from the dynamics of an escalating witch 
trial, he remained a supporter of witch trials as such, although these, he 
argued, should be treated according to normal legal procedure and not 
be subjected to more severe judicial procedures.

Moderate authors: the Theatrum de veneficis (1586)

In 1586 Abraham Sawr, a Protestant jurist from Marburg edited a col-
lection of essays on witchcraft written by various authors, some of 
whom had already written on the subject prior to the publication of 
this Theatrum de veneficis.123

Three authors, Jacob Vallick, Johann Ewich and Abraham Sawr, held 
similar viewpoints, and their position on the gender specificity of witch-
craft will be presented here. Jacob Vallick was a local parson in a small 
parish near the western border of the Duchy of Cleves, and saw himself 
in the old Catholic tradition but also as committed to the reform of the 
Council of Trent. His essay first appeared in Dutch in 1559.124 Johann 
Ewich studied medicine in Italy, practised as a doctor in Duisburg and 
later Bremen where he also taught at the town’s renowned grammar 
school. He was a Protestant and a friend of Johannes Weyer, also a doc-
tor and opponent of the witch-hunts. Ewich’s essay of 1586 had previ-
ously been published in two editions.125 Abraham Sawr studied at the 
Protestant universities of Wittenberg and Marburg and, in addition to 
the Theatrum de veneficis, compiled several legal manuals.126

These three authors believe in the reality of maleficium through the 
agency of the Devil, either as a pact or a so-called relationship, but 
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caution against overestimating the importance of the crime of witch-
craft.127 They all reject the Sabbat paradigm, claiming this is only a 
product of the imagination and thus fiction.128 Sawr writes:

... that poor people talk themselves into believing that they have 
been together at dances, have copulated with the Devil, have begot-
ten his children; this I can and will not truly believe.129

Even though all three authors are fundamentally in favour of the 
death penalty for witchcraft crimes, they advocate mild penalties for 
those who confess.130 They are also in agreement on the gendering of 
magic. Admittedly, Ewich thinks it possible in theory that men might 
be ‘inflicted with this pestilence’131 but otherwise sees only women as 
making Devil’s confederates:

There now follows in our description that witchcraft generally ori-
ginates from the female sex. For although men are sometimes to 
blame, it is mostly women who are guilty. This is because of the 
weakness of their disposition and nature, and often also the debility 
of old age or the inexperience of youth, or bad upbringing or inatten-
tiveness to the word of God ...132

Ewich, then, sees factors ranging from the female constitution to social-
ization deficits in early modern society as responsible for witchcraft.

Vallick has an allegedly bewitched woman ask, ‘Dear, how does it 
come to pass that more women become sorceresses than men?’133 His 
reply indicates that he considers men believe more deeply in God and 
are better able to deal with personal conflicts and accept modest finan-
cial circumstances than women. Conversely, women ‘believe less’, ‘want 
to know and experience everything’ and are ‘vindictive as soon as they 
want for something’.134

All three authors also call for moderation in the persecution of 
witches, reject the witches’ Sabbat in their demonology and present a 
clear image of witches, the contours of which are clearly female. The 
theological foundations of Vallick’s standpoint incidentally are not 
in line with Catholic demonology in that he does not use the Old 
Testament to support his arguments.135

Nothing is known about the reception of the Theatrum de veneficis. 
However, the fact that a village parson, Samuel Meiger in Holstein, 
refers to this book after completing his studies,136 would indicate that it 
had more than regional impact.
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The village parson in Holstein: Samuel Meiger (1587)

The son of a clergyman, Samuel Meiger studied theology in Copenhagen 
and in 1556, at the age of 24, took up an appointment as parson of Nortorf 
in Holstein, which he held until his death in 1610. In 1587 he published 
his writings on witchcraft in Low German. This book is one of the few 
contributions to demonology from the northern German region and is 
a good example of the way a Lutheran minister in Holstein would have 
thought. The title Panurgia Lamiarum (On the Deceitfulness of Witches) 
and the fact that it was written in Low German are good indications of 
his intended readership. Meiger wanted to step outside the learned debate 
and convey the problematic of witchcraft to those who were confronted 
with alleged magic deeds in their everyday lives. As there had been a 
considerable increase in the degree of literacy in the Protestant regions 
since 1550, Meiger could have expected his teachings to reach the various 
local authorities, such as the squires, the town councillors and the local 
magistrates in the service of the king and dukes. This Lutheran work was 
intended as counsel and support in their daily work.137

Meiger refers to numerous demonological works; he is familiar with 
the thoughts of St Augustine and Albertus Magnus, the works of the 
Calvinist Danaeus, the Catholics Bodin and Olaus Magnus as well as 
the Lutherans Hemmingsen or Hocker. He also cites Luther’s Table 
Talks, and is not unfamiliar with the works of Weyer, an opponent of 
persecution. Even long after the completion of his university studies, 
Meiger refers to the ‘current research status’, and though only published 
one year earlier, included the ‘Theatrum de veneficis’ in his arguments. 
It would seem certain then that this was an author who was extremely 
interested in witchcraft and witch persecution.

For Meiger the deeds of witche are real: they use magic – though rarely 
weather magic – to inflict harm on humans and animals.138 Like the 
Lutheran Godelmann, he doubts the existence of weather magic and nei-
ther here nor in many other places in his works, is he able to bring him-
self to believe in such a concept of maleficium.139 He has no doubt as to 
the reality of the Devil’s pact, the underlying element of all witchcraft, 
or of intercourse with the Devil.140 However, he views the pattern of the 
witches’ Sabbat critically; he reports statements ‘... about witches’ Imperial 
Diets and annual gatherings on the Blocksberg ...’,141 cites opponents and 
proponents of this view and was unable to come to a final decision of his 
own on the matter. Faced with this dichotomy, he advises the authorities 
to regularly inspect all potential witches’ meeting places to determine 
the truth in the debate as to the existence or non-existence of these witch 
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conventions. As regards ‘south German witches’, he has heard reports of 
a ‘meeting place in the Black Forest’142 but has nothing explicit to report 
of Sabbats in Holstein. Nothing but the death penalty can in Meiger’s 
view be considered suitable punishment for witchcraft; torture, however, 
should not be put to excessive use to extort confessions.143

Meiger leaves no doubt as to the sex of the perpetrators of ‘tovereye’ 
(Low German for ‘sorcery’): he uses the word ‘Hexe’ (‘female witch’), 
which was not in common usage in the courts of Schleswig-Holstein 
until 1630, but not the word ‘Hexenmeister’ (male witch).144 He does, 
however, use the term ‘Zauberer’ (sorcerer) and he describes the case of a 
man who was accused – but, according to Meiger presumably not proven 
guilty – of using magic, was protected and supported by his family but 
finally died a tragic death in a confessional.145 He does not mention 
a connection between men and witchcraft. The very structure of the 
book makes it evident that Meiger ascribes witchcraft offences solely to 
women. In the titles of the 24 chapters of the first and second books, 
women are given 15 times as the alleged perpetrators of crime; men 
not once. In the first book Meiger deals with the reality of witchcraft 
crimes. Having rejected the fictional concept of magic and providing 
much evidence both from his own observations and from references to 
theological authorities, he proceeds to the question of the perpetrators, 
male and female. He formulates the following titles for these chapters:

9. That the Devil works magic through the female witches, contrary 
to the opinion of many scholars. 10. That the female witches can 
cause damage both to pious Christians and to the unbelieving and 
evil. 12. If the female witches can use magic to cause storms, tem-
pests, wind, hail, lightning and thunder. 14. How the Devil rewards 
his servants such as female witches.146

In a second book Meiger continues by giving reasons for the special 
quality of this new crime by these servants of hell. His choice of termin-
ology reflects his opinion that the source of magical aggression is to be 
found in the female sex alone. He connects the crime of witchcraft with 
a contravention of the Ten Commandments, the substance of which 
he then deals with individually. He attributes all infringements here to 
female witches and not to the sorcerers who he occassionally mentions:

1.  How the female witches [‘Hexen’] sin against the holy command-
ments of God and how they act in contravention of the first com-
mandment.
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2.  On the sins of the female witches [‘Hexen’] against the second 
commandment.

3.  On the female witches [‘Hexen’] abuse of and sins against the third 
commandment.

4.  On the sins of the female witches [‘Töversche’] against the fourth 
commandment.

5.  On the sins of the female witches [‘Töversche’] against the fifth 
commandment.

6.  On the sins of the female witches [‘Hexen’] against the sixth com-
mandment and whether the witches join flesh with the Devil.

7.  On the sins of the female witches [‘Töversche’] against the seventh 
commandment.

8.  How the female witches [‘Hexen’] transgress the eighth com-
mandment.

9.  On the sins of the female witches [‘Hexen’] against the last com-
mandment147

This unmistakably denotes the sex-specific nature of witchcraft in 
Meiger’s work. This is also mirrored in his title in which the Devil’s 
confederates are described by the feminine form of the Latin genitive: 
‘Panurgia lamiarum, Sagarum, Strigum ac veneficarum ...’. The mascu-
line genitive form ‘maleficorum’ from ‘maleficus’, i.e. male witch is 
not used here – in contrast, for example to the usage of the Catholic 
demonologist, Binsfeld. The term ‘strix’, a synonym for witch, which 
Meiger also uses, is also feminine. Though in theory the existence of 
male witches could not be conclusively excluded, in practice Meiger 
has no doubt that witchcraft offences originated from women – as the 
 following passage illustrates:

Because the sorcerer and the sorceress kill man and beast and destroy 
their health, it is right to punish them as murderesses with death. It 
is my conviction that the witches practise their magic with a good 
deal of poison.148

Whereas in the first lines Meiger assumes the possibility that both 
sexes are potential Devil’s confederates, the remarks which immediately 
follow speak only of women – as ‘murderesses’ or ‘witches’.

Although Meiger represented moderate positions, his knowledge of 
demonological works in combination with his plea in favour of the 
burning of allegedly proven witches show that this Protestant minister 
was seriously committed to the witch persecutions.
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His knowledge of the Bible, however, was not as good as that of the 
demonological works: he consistently confused the Old Testament 
books Deuteronomy and Exodus.

The death-dealing suffragan Bishop Petrus Binsfeld (1589)

Although Binsfeld was born of a peasant family from the Eifel region 
he was able to study theology, thanks to the patronage of an abbot. In 
1580 he was appointed suffragan to the Catholic Archbishop of Trier 
and subsequently Dean of the University of Trier.149 His Tractatus de con-
fessionibus Maleficorum et Sagarum (‘Treatise on Confusions of Male and 
Female Witches’) first appeared in Trier in 1589. This work, in which he 
expressed his opinions on the witch persecutions, was reprinted four 
times and appeared in German translation in 1590, 1591 and 1592.150 
The later editions became rather inflated by the addition of large 
amounts of material, largely examples of witchcraft cases. For Binsfeld, 
witchcraft was a specific type of crime involving a wide range of male-
ficium, for

The [male and female] witches [‘malefici’] with the help of the Devil 
can impede the birth-giving force between married couples and 
other persons ... cause illness and ruin and kill man and beast ..., wea-
ther summoning, rain, thunder, hail ..., bring about infertility and a 
dearth of all things which support human life ...151

Even the types of magic generally ascribed to women, love and wea-
ther magic, can in his view be practised equally by male witches.

Binsfeld had no doubt as to the reality of the Devil’s pact, whether 
tacitly or expressly and voluntarily concluded, nor did he doubt the 
existence of sexual relations with the Devil, although he did concede 
that this may be a product of the imagination152: Men and women 
sealed these relations with a Devil’s pact, as Binsfeld makes quite 
clear,

[Male witches and female] witches [‘malefici’] perform their unchaste 
deeds with the Devil.153

This intercourse, however, consitutes a relationship in which the 
Devil wields his power over his confederates; Binsfeld does not follow 
the arguments in the ‘Witches’ Hammer’, which speak of a lustful sex-
ual relationship beween witches and the Devil, and in his arguments 
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there is no longer any sign of anything approaching an equal relation-
ship between the Devil’s agents – male or female – and Satan himself. 
Witches and male witches are characterized by their dependence.

Binsfeld did not question the idea that female witches and their male 
equivalents took part in the witches’ Sabbat. Unlike Bodin, he did not 
go into the details of these nocturnal gatherings, but instead tried to 
prove their existence by citing excerpts from confessions. To him, the 
Sabbat was a reality and was attended by members of both sexes:

Many of both sexes – men, women, boys and girls confirm the truth 
of it.154

The ‘witches’ sect’ met at night to implement ‘... their evil sugges-
tions which they discuss in their gatherings ...’155

Binsfeld, then, believed in the image of the witches’ Sabbat, basing 
his arguments on Bodin and the confessions of accused persons.

The title of Binsfeld’s work already shows that the group acting under 
the leadership of the Devil – who, incidentally, were designated ‘trai-
tors to their country’ – 156 was composed of members of both sexes: 
‘Tractatus de confessionibus Maleficorum et Sagarum’,157 i.e. male 
witches and female witches. At many points in the work he says both 
implicitly and explicitly in descriptions of the various elements of the 
witch paradigm that the Devil’s covenanters were not restricted to one 
or the other sex.

He explains the susceptibility of many people to these pacts by their 
‘lasciviousness and carnal lust’. Unlike the author of The Witches’ Hammer 
he also applies this to men, for, ‘Wine and women beguile those who 
are endowed with understanding and make them apostates’158; clearly 
a reference to men.

By reason of the ‘weakness of their understanding’ and the ‘stupid-
ity of their sex’159 but also of their tendency to faintheartedness and 
sadness when lacking male protection,160 women are particularly pre-
destined to becoming members of Satan’s anti-society. Men are equally 
threatened when they are lacking in inner stability, for this makes them 
unable to resist the permanent temptations of the Devil.161

Considering the importance Binsfeld attaches to the pattern of the 
witches’ Sabbat in his witch image, it is logical that the statements of 
interrogated male and female witches should be highly relevant in legal 
terms and justify the use of torture. Binsfeld is responsible for numerous 
burnings in the region of Trier towards the end of the 16th century – a 
suffragan bishop who dealt in death.
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The works of this Catholic theologian were highly respected, particu-
larly in the Electorate of Trier, but also in other regions, especially the 
Rhinelands and Luxembourg,162 territories in which the proportion of 
men persecuted as witches was not low. His teachings influenced lead-
ing Catholic theologians and were instrumental in rigidifying Catholic 
standpoints on witch persecutions throughout the Holy Roman Empire. 
In Bavaria, an important Counter-Reformation force, Binsfeld’s thought 
formed the theoretical basis for strict witchcraft laws.163

The public prosecutor: Nicolas Rémy (1595)

Rémy, the son of a jurist, grew up in Lorraine, studied law in France 
and in 1575 took up a position as Secretary to the Duke in Nancy, 

Illustration 5.2 One male and one female witch are sitting at each of the tables 
and are being served by underdevils or demons: illustration of the rituals at a 
witches’ gathering as imagined by the persecutors. The scene at the table in the 
bottom left-hand corner illustrates the dependency of the sect members or the 
sexual relationships involved: both devils are holding the man and the woman 
tightly with their claws (Woodcut from: Francesco Maria Guazzo, Compendium 
Maleficarum, Milan 1626.)
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advancing to the post of General State Prosecutor for Lorraine in 1591. 
In 1595 he published a work on the witch persecutions in Latin. This 
Daemonolatreiae appeared in a total of eight editions, two of which were 
in German. Rémy held office for 15 years and in his function as state 
prosecutor intervened in the practice of witch persecutions.164

He reports of many types of maleficium from his practical experi-
ence. The initiators of this magic were ‘sagae’ or ‘veneficae’ (i.e. female 
witches) and also ‘malefici’ (male and female witches) or ‘sortilegi’ (sor-
cerers). Rémy refers to numerous examples of magical aggression by 
women, but also by men, and goes into some detail: Claudius Morelius 
(Claude Morel) from a village in Lorraine was proven to have used magic 
to cause the sickness of another man, Joannes Carmaeus (Jean Charmes) 
caused storm and heavy rain, Petronius Armentorius (Pierre Arment) 
murdered his own son, and Benedictus Drigens (Benoît Drigé) poisoned 
150 sheep.165 Rémy goes on to list other men who had made pacts with 
the Devil, and had thus caused diverse damage in Lorraine. He gives the 
names of the following men tried in locations throughout the  territory: 
Jacques Agathe from Leyr, Mathieu Amant from Houécourt, Ysatz 
Auguel, Balial Basle from Dombsale, Jean Boursier from Dombat, Jean 
Bulme from Amance, Erric Carmouche from Pange, Dominique Fallué 
from Rupt-les-Mourons, Claude und François Fellé from Mazerulles, 
Didier Finance, Didier Gandon from Saulxures, Gaspard Haffner from 
Morhange, Hazelot from Saint-Epvre, Errik Hennezel from Vergaville, 
Jacquot Jacobin from Mirecourt, Jean de Ville from Lorquin, Brice Merg 
from Forbach, Jean Pécheur from Gerbéviller, Dominque Pétron from 
Gironcourt, Pierre from Delme, Claude Simonet, Antoine Welsch from 
Guermange and Quérive Xallé from Blainville.166 Some of the accused 
men, Rémy reported, committed these evil deeds in cooperation with 
their wives. As public prosecutor he was clearly familiar with these cases 
and fully in keeping with contemporary demonology considered them 
to originate from the Devil’s pact. However, he no longer saw male 
witches and female witches as equal partners of Satan. Both sexes had 
been degraded and were now Satan’s subjects; however, they still had to 
agree to the crimes committed. Rémy dedicates an entire chapter enti-
tled On the reasons why the Devil often covets the consensus and the 
will of the [male and female] witches [‘malefici’] when he wishes to lure 
someone to destruction’ to explaining his reasoning, and refers in the 
title specifically to both sexes.167

This Catholic jurist, however, shows greater interest in the act 
of  intercourse with the Devil. In his view, the Devil seals his pact 
with women – and with men – by sexual intercourse, felt by the 
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people concerned to be unnatural. The Devil signifies death, and 
thus he is cold; this applies to male and female witches alike. Rémy 
sums up,

But all those who have reported to us of such works, whether man 
or woman, who enter into a liaison of the flesh with demons, avow 
unanimously that nothing colder nor less amiable than this is 
conceivable.’168

Rémy presents the case of Petronius Armentarius (Pierre Arment) in 
detail, for this man alleged that his demonic lover regularly made him 
freeze almost to death during intercourse. Ericus Hennezelius (Errick 
Hennezel) from the village of Vergaville reports that he felt ‘himself to 
be in a cold hole full of cold water’ during copulation. The two alleged 
male witches name their succubi as ‘Abrahelem’ and ‘Scuatzeberg’, 
respectively – word creations which indicate that torture may have 
played a role here.169

Rémy pays particular attention in several chapters to the reality of the 
witches’ flight and the Sabbat, referring to authorities in the theological 
discussion, but more frequently to the knowledge gained from experi-
ence, a method particularly in keeping with the Renaissance concept 
of science. He cites descriptions taken from the confessions of a large 
number of accused.170 From these we can infer that numerous people 
flew at night to the witches’ Sabbat, among them many men. Franciscus 
Fellaeus (François Fellé) was proven to have smeared a magic ointment 
on his fork so as to be able to fly on it. Joannes de Villa (Jean de Ville) 
regularly set out two hours before midnight, Albertus Mandreus (Albert 
Mandrou or Mandreu) mentions the presence of many wealthy people, 
and Dominicus Petronius (Dominique Pétron) was impressed by the 
abundance of food served at the gathering.171

Rémy also reports that the Devil’s confederates of both sexes met 
at the Sabbat, witches coaxed music out of ‘shepherds’ crooks’, male 
witches beat the tact with ‘heavy clubs’, both were, in military manner, 
under the charge of an officer. This ritual, it was said, was of particular 
significance for the event, as it enhanced the aggressive atmosphere.172

Having presented many individual acts of witchcraft committed by 
both male and female witches, Rémy felt it necessary to add a few quali-
fying remarks for the benefit of his readers:

So, I personally am of the opinion that more women than men 
are guilty of this. And it is not without cause that there are more 
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women among this debauched rabble, for there we find witches, 
 soothsayers ... etc. of the female sex.173

He proceeds to prove woman’s greater tendency to witchcraft by refer-
ring to two ancient authors, Fabius and Plinius, repeating brief remarks 
to this effect at several other points in the text.174 These remarks indi-
cate that men are fundamentally less likely to enter a pact with the 
Devil, but are not immune. Wives, he argues, frequently draw their hus-
bands into the ban of misanthropic, destructive witchcraft.

Rémy also developed a kinship theory of witchcraft which admit-
ted the possibility that such tendencies could be inherited by chil-
dren of both sexes, from both mother and father. Any attempt to win 
these children – whether boys or girls – back to God were, in his view, 
futile.175

Rémy, the public prosecutor, demanded the death penalty for all 
‘malefici’ (all male and female witches).176 He prided himself on the 
allegedly glorious deed of having brought 800 people to be burnt at the 
stake in Lorraine; however, this figure is rightfully disputed today.177

The books of this jurist were widely read in the Holy Roman Empire, 
and their influence is estimated to have been even greater than that 
of The Witches’ Hammer.178 Evidence of this success can be found way 
beyond the boundaries of Lorraine in the entire southwest of the 
empire179. His thoughts are also echoed in contemporary writings which 
did not stem from demonological sources: the well-known German sat-
irist Grimmelshausen refers in his description of a witches’ Sabbat spe-
cifically to Rémy as chief witness of such occurrences.180

The encyclopaedist of magic: Martín Del Rio (1599/1600)

Del Rio came from an aristocratic family in the Spanish Netherlands, 
studied philosophy and law, became Vice-Chancellor of Brabant in 
1578, joined the Jesuits in 1580 and taught theology in Liège, Graz and 
Salamanca. He wrote more than 20 philosophical and theological works, 
of which one was devoted to witchcraft, the Disquisitionum magicarum 
written in 1599/1600.181 Del Rio’s work should not be considered as one 
among many, but as a comprehensive demonological compendium, 
and with its six volumes can indeed be regarded as an Encyclopaedia 
of Magic. For Del Rio, a Catholic theologian, witchcraft was one of the 
gravest and most abominable crimes182 and to be punished with the 
greatest severity, that is by the death penalty. He saw absolutely no 
alternative.
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He deals in detail with maleficium and its variants, pointing out from 
the beginning that magical aggression did not only stem from women:

Very often they [workers of harmful magic] harm small children ... The 
reason is that they destroy those who are plainly innocent and harmless 
both in body and soul, and this is especially so if these workers of magic 
kill their own children.... Undoubtedly when they use natural poisons 
they can, with God’s permission, harm both good and bad people ...183

Maxwell-Stuart solved the awkward problem of how to render the term 
witch by translating the gender-neutral ‘malefici’ as ‘workers of harmful 
magic’. This reasoning is easy to follow as these people are described in 
the Latin version in the singular as ‘maleficus’ and in the plural as ‘male-
fici’, thus, semantically, the words characterize female and male witches.

Del Rio had no doubt that both sexes carry out destructive activities 
because they are apostates from God and thus, indirectly, because they 
have entered into a pact with the Devil:

Workers of harmful magic, or witches (lamiae), however, withdraw 
from God by an express denial of God and of the faith. This is apos-
tasy, properly called a type of infidelity ...184

Both sexes engage in intercourse with the Devil, who appears either 
as incubus, that is ‘the one lying above’, or as succubus, ‘the one lying 
beneath’. The two terms were synonyms for the Devil who slept with 
the witches in the form of a man or a woman:

Axiom I: It is common for workers of harmful magic (malefici) and 
witches (lamiae) to perform the sexual act with evil spirits. The 
former do it with succubae, the latter with incubi185

Del Rio does not only assume the theoretical possibility that both 
sexes can commit witchcraft offences; he gives concrete examples of 
individual male witches from actual trials. He gives details of the trial of 
one Jean del Vaux of Stavelot in present-day Belgium, but also describes 
trials of women.186 The latter do not appear in any great numbers, how-
ever, until Del Rio’s description of the Sabbat, where he writes,

The evil spirit attached to each of these workers of harmful magic 
(malefici) sits near him: sometimes on one side of him, sometimes 
opposite ... sometimes they take part in this feast with their face 
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 covered by a mask, a linen cloth, or some other veil or facial represen-
tation.... After the feast, each evil spirit takes by the hand the disciple 
of whom he has charge, and so that they may do everything with the 
most absurd kind of ritual, each person bends over backwards, joins 
hands in a circle, and tosses his head as frenzied fanatics do. Then 
they begin to dance ... Then their demon-lovers copulate with them 
in the most repulsive fashion.... Finally we are told, each person gives 
an account of the wicked deeds he had done since the last meet-
ing. The more serious these are and the more detestable, the more 
they are praised with ever greater fulsomeness. But if they have done 
nothing, or the deeds are not dreadful enough, the sluggish witches 
are given an appalling beating by the evil spirit or by some senior 
worker of harmful magic (maleficus) ...187

This description clearly illustrates that the recruits of the witches’ 
Sabbat were both men and women. As Del Rio sees it, the members of 
this diabolical circle were subjected to a ritual reminiscent of the mili-
tary in which each person had to recount his or her deeds of harmful 
magic, and in some cases to go into greater detail. If any of the – male 
or female – witches failed to achieve their planned quota, they were 
subjected to rigorous penalties. In Del Rio’s Latin version the ‘malefi-
cus senior’, one of the elder of the many male witches present, gives a 
thorough beating to any male or female witches who may not have ful-
filled their goal and were thus in the eyes of the Devil not sufficiently 
destructive. In the Devil’s hierarchical military-like organisation, he is 
assisted in the lower ranks by male witches who occupy important pos-
itions of command which permit them as the Devil’s representatives to 
punish the ordinary witches and male witches.

Gender specificity does not, then, appear to play a major role in Del 
Rio’s witch image; his concern is to combat and analyze what he has 
detected as the organized crimes of his, early modern, times.

His thought processes are not, however, always consistent. At times, 
gender-specific terms penetrate the otherwise apparently self-evident 
 gender-neutral descriptions of witchcraft crimes. In the evidence he 
purports to provide of the reality of night flights, he gives only female 
examples. It is the ‘sagae’, the female witches, whose ability to fly he 
wishes to prove.188 In his fourth book, the author deals with witch  trials. 
In a chapter on the credibility of witnesses in witch trials, but not in a 
general discussion of male and female behavioural patterns and with-
out raising the issue of the Devil’s pact, Del Rio distinguishes typical 
female and male characteristics. Women as witnesses are, he maintains, 
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liable to manipulation by demons on account of their fickleness, las-
civiousness, instability, talkativeness, strong need to win approval, their 
‘damp and sticky nature’, intellectual weakness and tendency to react 
emotionally.189 In summarizing, Del Rio chooses words which demon-
strate clearly his depreciation of the female sex, for women ‘defile and 
dishonour the mind’ more than men:

Thus, women can more easily imagine things, but men promote such 
imagination with less pertinacity: they [the women] are less able to 
apply their intellect, indeed they possess less intelligence. It is easier 
for a demon to dupe them openly with false similarity [better: false 
analogies].190

Because these are the characteristics of women, Del Rio believed, in the 
logic of this gender-polarized thought, that men possessed the opposite 
characteristics and hence made the better witnesses. Del Rio considered 
men to be endowed with emotional stability and greater intellectual cap-
acity and less delicate biological constitution. However, he only regards 
these in terms of qualities with which to appraise the credibility of evi-
dence in witch trials; he does not list these characteristics as a reason for 
greater criminal (in the sense of witchcraft crimes) tendencies in women.

With the exception of these three lines – in a 1,070 page work – Del 
Rio does not explicitly broach the issue of sex specificity.191

The title of the books Disquisitionum magicarum192 cannot be inter-
preted as evidence that Del Rio viewed women as the perpetrators of 
witchcraft crimes; ‘magicarum’ with its feminine ending -arum is not 
a noun but an adjective in the genitive, made to agree with the fem-
inine noun ‘disquisito’. Admittedly, it is not unusual for Latin nouns 
to be nominalized (‘bonus’ can mean both ‘good’ and ‘the good man’, 
for example); however, had such an excellent Latin scholar as Del Rio 
intended a misogynist interpretation, he would have chosen a title such 
as Disquisitionum maleficarum.

Del Rio’s books appeared 26 times, thus reaching a number of edi-
tions similar to The Witches’ Hammer. Historical research has ascribed 
the work great impact in the witch persecutions and described it as the 
most well-known and most authoritative demonological work.193

The werewolf finder: Henri Boguet (1602)

Boguet grew up in a small village in Franche-Comté in very modest 
surroundings. After studying law he was appointed senior judge of the 
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monasterial district of St Claude, where he conducted a large number 
of witchcraft trials. In addition to edifying Catholic literature, he wrote 
his Discourse execreable on witchcraft in 1602, which appeared in a total 
of 11 editions. He died in 1619 shortly after his appointment to the 
Parliamentary Council.194

Boguet was involved in the practical side of the witch persecutions; 
his written work comprised theoretical reflections on his experiences 
in witchcraft trials which he wished to relay to other people. Time and 
again, in his questioning of witnesses and accused, he came across contra-
dictions of contemporary learned thought, which he attempted to resolve 
in the sense of current Catholic doctrine or prevailing demonological 
theories. While in office in St Claude he conducted numerous trials of 
people who allegedly bore the characteristics of werewolves. When the 
accused actually began to behave like animals and to run around the 
courtroom before him on all fours, Boguet began to doubt the validity 
of the majority Catholic position which had always declared transmuta-
tions to animals impossible.195 However, in this intellectual dichotomy 
and growing scepticism with regard to classical Catholic doctrine, the 
theologian in Boguet prevailed over the werewolf finder. He declared 
these phenomena illusions which the Devil had deceived humans into 
believing, and, quoting the laws on witchcraft, condemned the accused 
to death.

Contradictions are also apparent in Boguet’s genderization of witch-
craft crimes. In his descriptions of the witch-hunts in St Claude he fre-
quently describes men as male witches and integrates them and their 
function into the witch paradigm: in order to perform harmful magic, 
men and women enter a contractual relationship with evil through 
the Devil’s pact and intercourse with the Devil.196 In 31 chapters of the 
work he deals with witches and in 28 of them he uses the generic term 
‘sorciers’:

Chapter XXII: Whether the [male and female] witches [‘sorciers’] 
cause hail

Chapter XXIII: On the poisonous powder of the [male and female] 
witches [‘sorciers’]197

Only in Chapter 11 does he split the neutral term into both possible 
grammatical forms, ‘sorcier’ and ‘sorcière’:

Chapter XI: On the Devil’s copulation with the male witch and the 
female witch [‘sorciers et sorcières’]198
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Boguet, the senior judge of a monasterial territory, also ascribes types 
of maleficium to male witches which many demonologists had deter-
mined to be typical female offences. He even attributes weather magic 
to the male domain.199

As regards intercourse with the Devil, however, he remarks that 
women in general are more likely to yield to the Devil because their 
sexual needs are greater200:

It happens that Satan has intercourse with them all; he uses them 
because he knows women so enjoy the pleasures of the flesh that 
such titillation will keep them obedient to him.... And as the male 
witch is no less inclined to this pleasure than the female witch, this 
is why he also takes on the form of a woman, to please him.

In Boguet’s view, then, men join ranks with the Devil by reason of 
their hypersexuality and for the same reason practise their destructive 
potential on others. Thus, for Boguet, the male witch is a sex offender. 
This is similar to the description of the female sex in the ‘Witches’ 
Hammer’ – with the exception that Boguet only applied it to one group 
of his own sex, the male witch.

Boguet gives a precise and tangible description of the witches’ Sabbat 
in which the presence of a large number of men assumes the presence of 
an equally large number of women. In his account of the meetings, not 
only do these multitudes of male and female witches have intercourse 
with their incubi and succubi but they are also often involved in inces-
tuous relationships:

The dances over, the [male and female] witches [‘sorciers’] begin to 
copulate: the son does not spare the mother, the brother the sister, nor 
the father the daughters, incest is common ... I leave it to the imagin-
ation to decide whether all possible kinds of lewdness are practised 
there or not, but what is even more strange is that Satan takes on the 
form of an incubus for the women and a succubus for the men.201

Boguet devotes nine chapters to the pattern of the witches’ Sabbat,202 
the core element of his demonology. He also formulates a kinship the-
ory for witchcraft along patriarchal lines: this major crime is transmit-
ted via the father of the house to all members of the extended family 
such as wife, daughters, sons, nephews and nieces:

The father witch normally makes of his son; the mother of the 
 daughter; the brotherof the sister; the aunt of the niece or the nephew 
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a male or female witch, and they commit their wicked deeds and 
abominations by night and in secret.203

Having set down in writing these experiences from his own perse-
cution practice, Boguet attempts – as he did with his evaluation of 
werewolves – to smooth out any possible discrepancies with differing 
theological viewpoints: in 1602, 1606 and 1610 he presented numer-
ous male witches and analyzed their deeds and motives. In the 1610 
 edition of his treatise he added a remark to the effect that most of 
those who entered a pact with the Devil were women204; he did not, 
however, make any changes to his descriptions of the trials of male 
Devil’s agents.

In France, Boguet’s work became a bestseller though it was only pub-
lished in French in Lyon, Paris and Rouen, that is not within the Holy 
Roman Empire. Thus, it is hard to assess how it was received in the 
empire, although the fact that this ‘Discours execrable’ appeared in 11 
editions indicates that it was widely known, particularly in the French-
speaking parts.205

The zealot: David Meder (1605)

Meder studied theology in Leipzig, became general inspector in the 
county of Hohenlohe in Württemberg (southwest Germany). In 1595 
he returned to central Germany to become a preacher in the town of 
Naumburg in the Electorate of Saxony and later in the nearby small 
town of Nebra. In addition to his regular sermons, he also had his 
witchcraft sermons printed.206

Meder made passionate attacks on all opponents of the witch-
hunts, likening them to male witches or female witches [‘Hexenmann 
und Hexenweib’] themselves, for the sceptic ‘... is either a fool or is 
gravely lacking in prudence or is a male witch or a female witch’.207 
Meder persists throughout his witch sermons with this belief in an 
offence which could be perpetrated by both sexes. Early in the work 
he expressly states that the Biblical references to witchcraft and pun-
ishment by death for this crime relate to both men and women.208 He 
subsumes these ‘male witches and female witches’209 under the term 
‘witchpeople’ or ‘witchpersons’ [‘Hexenleute and Hexenmenschen’]210 and 
sees numerous cases of material harm as stemming from their magic 
deeds in connection with their apostasy and pacts with the Devil.211 
As Boguet, Meder considers that both sexes become dependent, there 
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is then no longer a difference between the sexes:

To summarize, we should know that no sooner has a person become 
a male or female witch [‘Hexenmann und Hexenweib’] do they become 
the poisoners and the ruin of the good creatures of God, for the 
Devil leaves them no peace, they are obliged to cause harm ...212

Meder also considers the witches’ Sabbat, where there was much 
feasting and dancing, a reality. The sexual orgies and ecstatic states 
described by other Catholic demonologists are, however, lacking in this 
Protestant preacher’s account of an alleged witch convention. He views 
the function of this gathering of witches and male witches as one of 
planning:

First of all, they all ..., whether man or woman, vow that they can 
fly in the air from one place to another, especially by night to their 
feasts, dances and celebrations where they then consult as to where, 
when and how they will work harm on other people.213

Meder does not provide any further details of the Sabbat and admits 
that confessions of witches’ flights and Sabbat participation might be 
a product of the imagination of the accused. The collective element of 
the witchcraft offence which was manifested in the idea of nocturnal 
gatherings, was not of central importance to him. Having zealously and 
extensively described the crimes of witches and sorcerers and earned 
himself the title ‘bloodthirsty’,214 he speaks out against consistently 
severe punishment for delinquents.

People who have succumbed to the Devil could possibly be won 
back to God, Meder argues, and thus all those who had entered a pact 
with the Devil but not committed any harm as a result, should only be 
required to do penance. It is noteworthy that in so arguing, this former 
zealot contradicts the 1572 constitution of the Electorate of Saxony 
which had been drafted by Lutheran jurists and which foresaw the 
death penalty for such crimes. In his discussion of the correct type of 
punishment for witchcraft, the Protestant minister. Meder follows the 
widespread Lutheran-orthodox line. He rejects the idea that the death 
penalty should be passed on principle for allegedly proven witchcraft, 
and only under certain conditions does he accept confessions made 
under torture.215

Meder does not find it problematic first to refer to the Catholic Bodin 
in his depiction of the witches’ Sabbat, but then to follow the arguments 
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of the German Protestant Brenz in his ideas on punishment for witch-
craft offences. In his sermons he attempts to synthesize both channels.

In Meder’s view, a person was more likely to become a witch if he or 
she led a sinful life. He lists all breaches of rigid church norms, from 
intoxication and gluttony to a growing disbelief, as a kind of primary 
infection. In the final stage, such individuals, he says, lose all their 
inhibitions and commit the vilest of all offences, the major crime of 
witchcraft.

In contrast to the view presented in The ‘Witches’ Hammer’, Meder 
sees men as particularly in danger of becoming ensnared by the Devil 
when he appears to them in the guise of an attractive woman. Women, 
however, commit themselves to evil for different reasons: ‘... the female 
sex is especially revengeful and cannot easily be reconciled.’216

Nothing is known about the reception of Meder’s work. The fact that 
his sermons were printed a second time in the same place, Leipzig, 

Illustration 5.3 Two male witches and one female witch are dancing with  devils – 
a musician sitting up in a tree is accompanying them on a viola: Illustration 
showing the course of events at the witches’ Sabbat (Woodcut from: Francesco 
Maria Guazzo, Compendium Maleficarum, Milan 1626.)
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would indicate that his influence remained fairly regional. Later 
Protestant authors barely referred to him. The Protestant provost of 
Livland, Samson, referred to Meder in his 1626 witchcraft sermons, but 
simply cited an example and not any core elements of Meder’s witch-
craft teachings.217 He would appear, then, not to have been a decisive 
opinion-shaping figure in the overall Protestant witch debate.

The authority from the north: Hermann Samson (1626)

Samson read theology in Rostock and Wittenberg, took up a post as a 
Protestant minister in Riga in 1608, where he became provost in 1622 
and Professor of Theology in 1631. He rejected offers of posts as prin-
cipal minister at the universities of Rostock, Hamburg and Danzig. 
He was a convinced Lutheran, dealt intensively with Catholic and 
reformed theology and was respected as an authority not only in the 
Baltic-Scandinavian region but throughout northern Germany.218 He 
published collections of exemplary sermons,219 which were widely 
read in Lutheran circles, and in 1626 he had his witchcraft sermons 
printed.

He did not dispute the effectiveness of witchcraft; both black and 
white magic could only be worked through a Devil’s pact and pre-
supposed apostasy from God. As late as 1626, Samson contradicted 
the arguments of Weyer, an opponent of the witch-hunts, from the 
mid-16th century.220 Samson did not accept the idea of intercourse 
with the Devil and apodictically declared, ‘The Devil has no flesh 
and thus he cannot copulate.’221 He replaced this element of demon-
ology by a ritual lacking in sexual connotations, in which a so-
called Devil’s baptism was performed either by Satan himself or by 
a female representative, that is a woman or a witch.222 In contrast 
to the ideas of the Catholics Boguet and Del Rio who saw men in 
key executive functions, women fulfilled central roles in Samson’s 
teachings.

Not all witchcraft, Samson believed, should be punished with the 
death penalty; only the Devil’s pact with ensuing maleficium was, 
without exception, punishable by burning at the stake. In other cases, 
he considered a ‘salutary admonition’ to be a feasible punishment. He 
also emphasized that Lutherans, unlike Catholics and Calvinists, did 
not kill heretics. Any confession made under torture could only be con-
ditionally accepted or might even be declared invalid.223

Samson had a clearly delineated witch image; there was no doubt in 
his mind that women committed witchcraft crimes, and he mentioned 
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this fact in the very first of his nine sermons224:

Firstly, God’s teachings wish to show us that the female sex is a weak 
receptacle and in greater danger of succumbing to to the devious 
approaches of the Devil than men. For the Hebrews have a  proverb: 
Quò plures mulieres, eò plures maleficae. The more women, the 
more [female] witches. The game the Devil began with Eve and how 
he conquered her is evident. In sum, where the fence is lowest, the 
nobleman Satan will willingly climb over it.225

Men, whom he designates as the ‘strong sex’226 are thus more immune 
to the proposals of the Devil. They are able to fight out and solve their 
disputes openly. Conversely, women would for reasons of revenge cause 
harm to ‘... people and livestock, fields and crops etc. through their sor-
cery and poisonous ointments and weather magic ...’227 – with the help 
of the Devil.

‘There are so many sorceresses ...’ Samson proclaimed in Riga 
Cathedral228 and listed concrete cases of witchcraft in which almost 
exclusively women were the culprits.229 Samson does, however, round 
this picture off by giving examples of male witches from what he con-
siders to be a prominent group of Devil’s confederates:

Popes are witches [‘Zauberer’] ... Thence experience shows that many 
more of these people were found among the Popes than elsewhere.230

He attributed the term male witch to five historical popes. The popes 
Sylvester II, Benedict IX, John XX and XXI and Gregory VII were all, in 
his opinion, male witches. Other Catholics, too, were to be considered 
as having entered pacts with the Devil; Jesuits, Samson maintained, 
were particularly prone to witchcraft offences.231 Samson’s image 
of male witches was restricted to clearly delineated groups of clerics. 
These statements must, however, be seen against the background of the 
denominational disputes in Livland (present-day Latvia) at that time. 
Samson himself published anti-Jesuit pamphlets and thus earned him-
self the reputation of an ‘anti-Christ’.

Samson is very wary in his discussion of the existence of a witches’ 
Sabbat. He reports on the positions of the Catholic Bodin, of Luther and 
other authorities in the witch debate. Over several pages of his treatise 
he fails to make a clear statement, frequently using the subjunctive 
mode as an expression of possibility or uncertainty, but finally brings 
himself to present a thesis. Witches’ Sabbats were, he said, occasionally 
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possible for the well-being of the witches, but were mostly only prod-
ucts of women’s imagination.232 For Samson, the witches’ gatherings 
have become social events rather than a central crime-planning and 
organizing entity. He gives one example in which he points out that 
women, but not men, flew to such meetings.233 A witches’ sect did, 
then, exist for him although he tries to play down the significnce of 
such a sect by using a diminutive form of the noun. The Devil’s agency 
described in detail and as a threat by other demonologists is made 
several times by the Lutheran Samson to sound harmless through the 
use of the German diminutive ending ‘-lein’: ‘Zaubergesindlein’ and 
‘Satans- und Drachengesindlein’, which might be rendered approxi-
mately as sorcerers’ little riffraff and Satan’s and dragons’ little riffraff, 
respectively.234

The witch commissioner: Hinrich von Schultheiß (1634)

Hinrich von Schultheiß came from a family of magistrates and 
 well-to-do farmers, and studied law at the Catholic universities of 
Cologne and Würzburg. After working as a public official at the High 
Court of the Prince-Archbishopric of Cologne, the sovereign Ferdinand 
of Bavaria appointed him Councillor to the Prince Elector of Cologne. 
Schultheiß had already been active in witchcraft trials since 1613 but 
as specially appointed ‘witch commissioner’ he led numerous charges 
against alleged witches and male witches in Westphalia, and was enno-
bled in 1633.235

In 1634 Schultheiß, a Catholic and consistent advocate of the witch-
hunts, published a work on witch trials, written in the form of a dialogue 
beween an aristocrat and a witch commissioner, which was intended as 
a guideline for the exemplary conduct of a witchcraft case. Thus it was 
not a treatise on witchcraft but a legal tract which dealt in ten chapters 
with guilt and innocence, correct circumstantial evidence and interro-
gation methods, and the correct confessions needed to convict Devil’s 
confederates.236 Even a work of this nature, however, allows some con-
clusions to be drawn regarding the gendering of witchcraft crime.

Schultheiß classifies witchcraft offences as particularly severe crimes, 
far worse than those of robbery or murder237 because the culprits had 
entered a pact with the Devil and thus sworn an alliance against con-
temporary society. These people, he said, had institutionalized their 
organization in the form of the ‘Devils’ and witches’ gathering’.238 
Schultheiß thus unites all the elements of the witch paradigm in a 
cumulative unit.
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Schultheiß does not explicitly mention the gendering of witchcraft 
offences. However, in his various discourses, it became apparent what 
his tendencies were with regard to the practical side of witch- hunting 
and thus his witch image, too, is discernible.

As witch commissioner Schultheiß’ first move in a witchcraft indict-
ment was to seek further delinquents in the family circle, suspecting 
primarily the witches’ parents, husbands and children of the same 
offence.239 This concept that witchcraft was spread through consan-
guinity meant that men were, in principle, also potentially capable of 
performing magic deeds.

In a fictive trial written down for demonstration purposes Schultheiß 
presents an accused woman by the name of ‘Gretha’ who, after ini-
tial resistance, finally pleads guilty to harmful magic and attending 
the Sabbat.240 Schultheiß, however, is not satisfied with this confession 
and presses the allegedly proven witch to name further accomplices. He 
continues the interrogation with the suggestive question: ‘And did you 
have a [male] associate or several [male] associates?’241

In this question he uses the masculine Latin noun ‘socius’ and not the 
feminine form ‘socia’, thus asking her if she had a (male) accomplice. 
The accused witch names a male accomplice who she calls ‘Thonnis’ 
who, she says, attended the Sabbat with her. Thonnis, after being sub-
jected to thumb- and legscrews, admits to the pact with the Devil:

Doctor:  Now it is time for you, Thonnis, to save your soul, for the 
Devil wants to deceive you and presumes you will not con-
fess without torture, you shall first be tormented. Now, 
deceive the Devil and confess without torment, your limbs 
shall then not be torn asunder, show respect to God and 
tell me who taught you?

Thonnis:  Oh Jesus, oh Jesus. Oh Jesus. Alas, alas, desist, desist, 
M. Jürgen....

Doctor:  Thonnis, spare your limbs, you are for God’s mercy not the 
first, nor the last who learned the devilish arts, if you will 
only tell me without torture who taught you, I assure you I 
will show you as much mercy as I can justify before God and 
his Highness the Prince Electorate, the councillors, tell me, 
in the name of Jesus, who taught you?

Thonnis:  Oh Jesus. Oh Jesus, desist, desist, I will tell you, I will  confess 
all.

Doctor:  Le ave off, M. Jürgen. Now, tell me Thonnis, who taught you?
Thonnis: It was N.N....242
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Here Schultheiß demonstrates how he can bring an alleged male witch 
to an indirect confession to the Devil’s pact and thus to the crime of 
witchcraft by making him name his so-called master. One of the com-
missioner’s methods of interrogation is to give the accused hope of a less 
excruciating death. To carry this cynicism to the extreme, Schultheiß 
has Thonnis thank his torturers for their help in making him confess:

... the Devil has deceived me long enough, he shall deceive me no 
longer. Thank God that it is off my mind, that I have said it.243

Men like Thonnis appear frequently in Schultheiß’ works, some as 
musicians at the witches’ Sabbat, but also as men accused, independ-
ently of women, of being male witches, that is as fully recognized 
and legitimized agents of the Devil. However, there are relatively few 
ex amples of trials of women from Schultheiß’ own practice.244

Schultheiß assumes that in principle ‘male and female witches’ 
[‘Zauberer und Hexen’],245 that is persons of both sexes, can be accused of 
witchcraft. Men, however, as we can deduce from his model trial, counted 
for the witch commissioner as secondary delinquents. They were accom-
plices, and only as a result of denunciations was their function as male 
witches revealed; nor did they cause any major harm with their magical 
aggression. Whereas Schultheiß confronts his protagonist ‘Gretha’ with 
numerous questions pertaining to her harmful magic, including her 
intercourse with the Devil, he spends comparatively little time on her 
male accomplice. ‘Thonnis’ has only to admit to the Devil’s pact and not 
to all the details of the entire crime. In Schultheiß’ view, men are, how-
ever, more immune to interrogation practices which do not include tor-
ture: ‘Gretha’ admits her guilt after a fairly lengthy verbal interrogation, 
whereas ‘Thonnis’ only confesses after torture has been used.

Other than the critical reponse of the University of Cologne246 noth-
ing is known about the reception of Schultheiß’ work, though it is 
known that he continued to conduct witch trials after the publication 
of the book and until shortly before his death. The persecution practice 
laid out in his treatise was continued, clearly with the support of the 
territorial sovereign.

The Protestant jurist: Benedict Carpzov (1635)

Carpzov came from a family of Saxon scholars, studied law, and at 
the age of 25 became assessor at the high court in Leipzig. In 1645 
he was appointed professor at Leipzig and with his teachings laid the 
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groundstone for independent German penology, was considered an out-
standing legal authority of his time and proved to be one of the main 
exponents of a theocratic-absolutist concept of state and law.247

In his work Practicae Novae248 of 1635 the Protestant Carpzov dealt in 
three comprehensive chapters with sorcery crimes and legal proceedings 
in witchcraft trials. He considered witchcraft the worst and most abom-
inable of all felonies and, above all else, a ‘crimen laesae majestatis divi-
nae’, i.e. lese-majesty. Thus, he argued, witchcraft cases should be tried 
outside of ordinary court procedures.249 To a certain extent, he proved 
to be a practical jurist anxious to ensure that justice was dispensed in 
accordance with the rule of law and sharply critical both of the misuse 
of torture and of the hitherto existing teachings on circumstantial evi-
dence which did not meet his requirements in terms of rationality. Even 
though the legal procedures he strove for were repressive, Carpzov was 
not one of the fanatical witch-hunters of his time; in practice he showed 
himself to be not the dreaded jurist, but rather the reverse.250

In his view, harmful magic could be worked by both sexes – as he 
indicated in his first chapter on the topic of witchcraft:

It is above all important to teach and it will be necessary to show that 
the male witch and female witch [‘venefici et veneficae’] can cause 
various illnesses.251

The Devil’s pact forms the core of his demonology, and this, too, he 
presents as a crime committed by both sexes:

... One cannot deny that male witches and female witches [‘magi et 
sagae’] have a pact with the Devil in which they renounce the alli-
ance formed with God through baptism. Yet they renounce God by 
having this pact with the Devil.252

Carpzov is inconsistent in his descriptions: at times he sees only 
female handmaids of the Devil at work; at other times he speaks of 
Satan’s pacts with both sexes:

Hence the male witches and female witches [‘malefici et maleficae’] 
have sexual intercourse with the demon when they have made the 
pact with him.253

This intercourse alone is, in Carpzov’s view, sufficient legal basis for 
death by burning254 and in so thinking he went beyond the valid legal 
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practice of the empire which only foresaw punishment for maleficium 
in combination with the Devil’s pact. With respect to intercourse with 
the Devil as an element of the witch paradigm, Carpzov also appeared 
to disavow his original statement on the gender neutrality of the crime, 
since in his later statements he speaks exclusively of women.255 In his 
evaluation of the witches’ Sabbat, Carpzov clearly finds it difficult to 
commit himself. He refers to statements by Luther and other Protestant 
theologians, cites in detail both proponents and opponents of this con-
cept, such as Rémy, Bodin and Del Rio and attempts to find an accept-
able compromise for himself:

However much I do not deny that the female witches’ [‘sagae et 
lamiae’] participation in diabolical gatherings, copulations and 
choirs seems often to be only in their imagination.... The female 
witches [‘sagae’] somehow take part, sometimes in sleep, and some-
times in body, in the meetings.256

Otherwise a precise author with a clear eye for detail, Carpzov resorts 
in his uncertainty here to noncommittal statements such as ‘some-
how’, ‘sometimes in sleep’ and ‘sometimes in body’. Rarely, according 
to Carpzov, is the witches’ Sabbat real, and in most cases it is a prob-
lem of delusions resulting from a loss of the ability to think in realistic 
terms. These night gatherings ... of all witches of both sexes [‘striges et 
malefici’]’257 do not, however, play such a major role for this Lutheran 
author as for Catholic authors. In his final, generalizing summary there 
are many descriptions of crimes, but the witches’ Sabbat is not found 
here as a concept in its own right.258 Neither does it appear as a search 
term in its own right in the subject index of the work; it is merely given 
as a sub-category, surely indicating that these gatherings did not play 
any great role in Carpzov’s mind.

He no longer restricts the witch stereotype to women; indeed, in his 
theoretical debate with the opponent of persecution, Weyer, he stresses 
that men and women commit this crime, calling them ‘malefici sexus 
utriusque’, witches of both sexes.259 In the sections which follow these 
fundamental observations, however, Carpzov no longer seems to see 
this gender-unspecific side of the witch trials; the intuitive image of 
women as culprits which was hitherto in the background, now comes 
to the fore again.

Carpzov’s works were published nine times in Latin and four 
times in an abridged German version and received much attention 
in both Catholic and Protestant territories.260 The Practicae novae 
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became a standard legal work but nevertheless remained controver-
sial. Protestant jurists took little notice of the demonological part of 
Carpzov’s juristic work.261 To what extent this demonology was in a 
position to make any wide impact is debatable, as the witch persecu-
tions in many Protestant territories of the empire had already reached 
their zenith (in terms of numbers) by the time the Practicae Novae 
appeared.

The founder of modern psychiatry: Johann Weyer (1563)

Johann Weyer (also given as Johannes Wier, Wierus or Weier) was born 
of a merchant’s family in Brabant, read medicine in Paris and Orléans 
and was a pupil of the well-known humanist scholar Cornelius Agrippa 
of Nettelsheim, who had defended witches in court. In addition to vari-
ous medical works, Weyer published, in 1563, a treatise on the witch 
persecutions entitled De praestigiis daemonum (On the tricks of the 
Devil)262 which later appeared in six Latin, one French and two German 
editions. In 1550 he was appointed personal physician to the Duke of 
Jülich-Cleves, a position he held until his retirement; he died a natural 
death in 1588.263

Weyer is considered a very religious Lutheran. He contested the real-
ity of witchcraft crimes and attributed alleged maleficium to fantasies 
arising from suggestions made by the Devil. The Devil, Weyer argued, 
acted only within the limits of God’s commandments and did not need 
any agents, male or female, for his destructive deeds. Weyer attributed 
the relationships with the Devil, to which numerous accused witches 
admitted, to a natural illness which he described as ‘melancholia’ and 
which in modern psychology would be termed psychopathology; in the 
terms of depth psychology this is identical to a hysterical perception 
disorder. Weyer rejects all elements of the witch paradigm as unreal 
and advocates that they be treated medically rather than punished by 
death,264 and it is for this reason that he is considered the founder of 
modern psychology.265

In Weyer’s opinion, the male sex is immune to the fantasies of ‘melan-
choly’ for men can, by virtue of their biology, accommodate the impres-
sions of the senses in a more realistic way; it is this which protects them 
against witchcraft fantasies:

Males see no ghosts.... Such phenomena appear to children, women, 
the insane, the foolish and the sick, who are driven by perpetual fear 
and intense dreams.266
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Weyer discusses the gender-specific one-sidedness of the witch-hunts 
in the 16th century but does not seek their causes in a psychopatho-
logical fixation of persecution:

That the talk here is of female witches and not also of male witches is 
not due to the fact that men, when they work magic, are spared here 
or that not a hair on their head is harmed. But because the female 
sex can by reason of their inborn simple-mindedness be more easily 
duped by the tricks of the Devil.267

The concentration of death penalties among women, then, is due to 
the psychological disorders of the victims themselves. Their tendency 
towards ‘melancholia’ is also determined by their nature, so that male-
ficium, Devil’s pacts and witches’ flights take place in their fantasy but 
are experienced by them as reality. However, Weyer explains, these fan-
tasies do not correspond to any reality. Women develop such disorders 
because, in contrast to men, they are ‘fickle, gullible and not masters of 
their own selves’, are ‘driven by perpetual fear and intense dreams’, ‘lack-
ing in circumspection’, ‘without understanding’ or  simply ‘foolish’.268 
Men, then, are distinguished from women by their understanding, their 
independence and their slight propensity to verbalization.269 Women, 
on the other hand, have a natural disposition to develop these harmless 
neuroses which, unable to relate to reality, they then describe in the 
confessions of witch trials, as diabolical experiences.

Weyer bases his arguments, in which female witches have become 
defenceless and helpless victims and are no longer aggressive offend-
ers, on an image of women which is, in fact, almost identical with that 
of the proponents of persecution. It has been pointed out in histor-
ical research that Weyer criticized the fixation of witch persecution on 
women by alluding to the dangerous but unpunishable deeds of male 
sorcerers.270 This requires some further explanation. Weyer advocated 
more protection for women but did not attempt to secure any relief 
through the persecution of more men in the witch-hunts. He distin-
guished beween ‘malefici’ and ‘magi’ as male witches. Whereas the 
former, he argued, correspond to mentally ill female witches, the lat-
ter belong to the category of the traditional, learned sorcerer. With the 
help of spirits, ‘magi’ were able to evoke illusory images and should, 
thus, be punished; they were not, however, identical to witches271 but 
should be seen as second class sorcerers and not as real Devil’s confed-
erates.272 Without the aid of a pact, these sorcerers activated diabol-
ical  powers and generated phantasms which bore no relation to reality. 
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Weyer observes that this is ‘trickery’. Weyer’s ‘protection of women’ 
was not, then, a ‘man-hunt’, although the possibility that it might have 
been understood as such cannot be excluded.

Even though Weyer’s work is considered unimportant for the perse-
cution period itself,273 he changed thought structures274 and influenced 
other authors; the Protestant jurist, Godelmann, for example, borrowed 
some important ideas275 in his call for more moderate persecution.

The critic of witchcraft trials: Friedrich Spee (1631)

Spee entered the Jesuit order in 1610, taught moral theology in Speyer, 
Worms, Paderborn and Cologne and was active in the Counter 
Reformation in northwestern Germany as a missionary among the peo-
ple. In his work he was frequently confronted with witch persecutions, 
and in 1631 he published, anonymously and without the permission of 
his order, his book Cautio criminalis (directly translated as ‘A Warning 
on Criminal Justice, or a Book on Witch Trials’),276 whereupon he was 
sent by the leader of his order to Trier – where he died four years later.

In 51 chapters, Spee questioned the reality of the entire paradigm 
of witchcraft offences, but concentrated on and confined himself to a 
criticism of the legal procedures and specific aspects of witch trials.277 
Despite his struggle against this legal practice he cannot be counted as 
one of the forerunners of the philosophy of the Enlightenment.278

Spee, the Jesuit, left no doubt as to whom he viewed as the victims 
of the witch-hunts. Not only in the title did he name the ‘sagae’, the 
female witches, but throughout the work, including his description 
of the fictive trial victims ‘Gaja’ and ‘Titia’, the persecution of women 
was a central theme.279 Nor was the importance of this theme relativ-
ized by other statements such as, ‘Usually trials are conducted against 
 women’,280 or by his mentions of alleged ‘sorcerers’ in the sense of ‘male 
witches’.281

Hence, Spee discussed the supposed natural characteristics only of 
women, and not of men or male witches. As weak creatures and because 
of their frailty, weakness and gossipy nature, women were in need of 
special protection, particularly during witchcraft trials; under the pres-
sure of torture any manner of confession could be extracted from them: 
‘Indeed, if men, even pious ones, as we have said above, are so weak in 
spirit that they would prefer death to torture, what are we to presume 
of that fragile sex?’282

Spee’s concept of femininity is here similar to that of the propo-
nents of persecution,283 although Spee draws completely different 
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conclusions. He uses pedagogical means to explain the large number 
of female confessions in the witch trials: he attempts to rouse the 
pity of his male readers by reversing the roles in his fictive examples. 
He presents a fictitious man by the name of ‘Titius’ who, like many 
female witches has recanted a confession made under torture and is 
now in a desperate situation. Spee expresses his arguments through 
the use of questions:

What do you want Titius to do? To make a timely retraction before 
the judges and to be led back to be tortured? To steadfastly hold out 
against them by persisting in his retraction.... But this is futile. He 
already knows his weakness, he knows for certain what is going to 
happen now, that he will not endure the interrogation, just as he was 
unable to endure it earlier.284

Spee also attempts to expose the unjust gender-specific procedures in 
witch trials by demonstrating the different way in which circumstan-
tial evidence was evaluated in trials of men accused of serious felony 
and a woman accused of witchcraft.285 Spee also uses this change of 
perspective in another section where he argues that the use of torture is 
a cause of the particularly prevalent persecution of women.286

Spee’s ‘Cautio criminalis’ is not only about ending the witch per-
secutions but in particular about the gender-specific selection which 
occurred in the trials,287 although the author does not explicitly present 
new ‘wanted’ images or direct the trials onto a new, i.e. male-specific, 
course.

Recent historical research has been able to correct the impression that 
Spee’s arguments had relatively little impact on the witch persecutions. 
Indeed, his ‘Cautio criminalis’ was widely read by contemporary jurists 
and mobilized more than simply the outright sceptics of the persecu-
tion practice, despite its theological orientation, its unclear denomin-
ational alignment and the fact that it was published anonymously.288 
It is also certain that the work was known in areas289 where the propor-
tion of men in 17th century witch-hunts was disproportionately high. 
It is, however, not certain whether this was due to the work of Spee 
himself or to that of Weyer. Both these persecution opponents stressed 
the female-specific aspect of the witch trials without arguing for greater 
gender balance. They may, however, have been understood in this way, 
and might thus unintentionally have contributed to the destruction of 
the female witch stereotype, although as yet no empirical analysis has 
been conducted which indicates that this was the case.
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Summary

A close look at the demonological and theological literature of the 15th 
to 17th centuries shows that there was considerable latitude in the gen-
dering of witchcraft offences.

Some chronological phases can be identified. Learned discourse in the 
late Middle Ages saw in women a greater affinity to magical aggression, 
but still held with the idea that in principle both sexes were capable 
of witchcraft. In the 15th century, the Dominican Nider, the univer-
sity professor, Mamoris, and the inquisitor Jacquier all still stressed the 
extensive involvement of men in these newly invented offences.

With The Witches’ Hammer the alleged crime of witchcraft was clearly 
attributed to women. Although he did not explicitly exclude men, the 
author substantiated this position by his arguments and his train of 
thought. The French political theorist Bodin explicitly corrected this 
evaluation almost 100 years after the publication of the ‘Witches’ 
Hammer’ and re-introduced both sexes to the witch image – despite 
the extremely misogynistic remarks of his final chapter. This reason-
ing was followed by well-known advocates of persecution such as 
Binsfeld and Del Rio and genuine practitioners such as Rémy, Boguet 
and Schultheiß.

Whereas The Witches’ Hammer associated the entire female sex with 
witchcraft, these latter authors were concerned with proportions. They 
gave reasons for their arguments that men were less inclined than 
women to make pacts with evil. The issue of gender-specificity had 
become one of quantity rather than quality. Witchcraft was, then, not 
considered a crime specific to women, although many writers of the 
early modern era had no doubt as to the fact that far more women than 
men were allegedly involved in witchcraft.

Contrary to widespread opinion, the perpetrators of witchcraft 
were, not only in practice but also in learned demonology, more het-
erogeneous than the British historian Clark maintains. The argument 
that men were ‘literally unthinkable’ as witches or that contemporary 
demonology ‘lacks any sustained concern for the gender issue’ can def-
initely not be confirmed.290 A list of the frequency of gendered language 
in demonological texts supports this: in early modern studies – with the 
exception of The Witches’ Hammer – there are a greater number of refer-
ences to male than to female witches.

In his treatise, Bodin makes 820 and 399, and Binsfeld 157 and 47 ref-
erences to male and female maleficents, respectively.291 Methodological 
caution is, however, required when making such quantifications. Firstly, 
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the dative and ablative plurals of the feminine ‘maleficae’ and the mas-
culine ‘malefici’ are identical, meaning that in certain contexts it is 
not possible to make clear grammatical distinctions between the two 
genders. Secondly, some works are full of inconsistencies. Institor(is), 
for example, alternates in the description of one person within the 
same text section from one gender to the other or constantly oscillates 
between the two.292 It is not surprising that his writings are full of for-
mal and logical errors, given the speed and haste with which he wrote. 
He believed that the end of the world was so close that his work had to 
be printed without delay; by eradicating evil he believed he would be 
able to prevent the apocalypse.

One paradox in the debate mentioned above is that the fixation of 
the witch stereotype on women tended to be a consistent position of 
Protestant rather than Catholic authors. With the exception of The 
Witches’ Hammer – of which the extreme statements on the gender 
issue represented only a minority opinion in Catholic demonology – 
it was mainly Protestant-Lutheran scholars who, almost to the point 
of denominational orthodoxy, excluded men as potential Devil’s con-
federates and held fast to the female witch stereotype. Beginning with 
the definitive authority, Martin Luther, and in the following decades 
clearly followed by reformers such as Hemmingsen, the village pastor 
Meiger, the general inspector Samson, the jurist Godelmann and the 
doctor Ewich, Lutherans viewed witches as women, though, unlike the 
Witches’ Hammer, they did not view women as witches. Nor did they 
resort to the enraged and misogynist language of the infamous author 
of this work; instead, they justified their position by alluding to the first 
woman to be seduced by the Devil, the biblical Eve. It was not until the 
17th century that some Protestant authors, such as Meder and Carpzov, 
began to include more men in their function as male witches in the 
persecution paradigm.

Reformed theology did not develop a homogeneous witch image. 
Daneau, a Calvinist theologian with considerable influence in the 
French-speaking territories, assumed that witchcraft was not gendered, 
whereas the Zwinglian Bullinger was more reserved on this point.

In general, then, it can be assumed that learned discourse was rela-
tively heterogeneous as regards the gender profile of the workers of 
magic. Concepts of femininity were very clearly described in demon-
ology. Whereas the Dominican monk Institor(is)is still saw in women 
sexualized, demonic and aggressive beings, the view of the female sex 
changed, particularly among Protestant authors, from bad to weak. 
Women in their view had character deficits and biological deficiencies 
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without any sexual connotations. Conversely – and this is the principal 
focus of this study – the concept of masculinity was less frequently ver-
balized in learned discourse. Men were primarily considered the ‘strong 
sex’, as the Protestant provost Samson stressed. They were characterized 
by special intellectual ability – as shown by the size of their heads – 
thus the Catholic Bodin – or by characteristics such as independence 
and faith in God. This, Luther felt obliged to remark upon. The con-
cept of the male sex was founded in demonological discourse on the 
antonyms of the female attributes. Men possesed what women did not 
have or represent. The world of men consisted of a series of negations 
of womanly characteristics. He was largely – and the word ‘largely’ is 
important here – what she did not personify: generally speaking, not 
a sex offender, but in the Witches’ Hammer a dangerous warrior; for 
Bodin a creator and designer of civilization; for Hemmingsen endowed 
with great faculties to enable him to relate to God and intense, unshak-
able faith; for Godelmann men were of complex mental constitution 
and holy; for Ewich and Valick forgiving, tolerant and conciliatory; for 
Binsfeld men were characterized by their understanding; in Samson’s 
view they were composed, discreet and ‘strong receptacles’; for Del Rio 
emotionally stable and self-controlled, and not psychopathological to 
the extent that older women were perceived by Weyer and Spee.

Whereas women were considered morally, mentally and physically 
deficient, the learned men and practitioners of demonological dis-
course valued the rationality, logic, steadfastness, religiousness and the 
autonomy of men. These personal characteristics stood in the tradition 
which equipped men with intellect and understanding, and women 
with body, weakness and irrationality. However, again with the excep-
tion of the infamous Witches’ Hammer, misogynist statements were of 
no great significance in witchcraft literature; the reason for this relative 
abstinence was not the self-evidence of women’s tendency to witch-
craft but – at least in the Catholic camp – the ambivalence of the witch 
image.

All the above-mentioned positively charged male characteristics 
afforded resistance but not immunity to the challenges of the Devil 
and the potential defection to the actively destructive camp of evil. 
The Catholic jurist Boguet, for example, believed that men joined forces 
with evil because of their hypersexuality and that they performed their 
magic aggressive acts on the basis of this pact. The male witch was for 
him as much a sex offender as the woman in the Witches’ Hammer 
whose actions were determined by her sexual needs, except that for 
Boguet this only applied to some of his own sex. The suffragan Bishop 
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Binsfeld of Trier wrote that men developed a disposition to witchcraft 
through alcohol and sexual desire, so that the only men who were 
always in a position to resist tendencies to practise witchcraft were the 
counter-reformationist, ascetic priests of the new era. Some demonolo-
gists contended that men were not as liable as women to become Devil’s 
confederates, although they confirmed their disposition towards such 
crimes and the real existence of male Devil’s agents. Men could be won 
over as future male witches to the services of the anti-world through 
kinship ‘infection’. The same personality profiles applied to the ‘fallen’ 
men, the male witches, as to female witches. They were feminized, not 
because of their appearance or their sexual orientation, but because 
their personality features were considered feminine.293 And because, as 
some authors taught, they had little natural inclination to witchcraft, 
they had to be more severely punished than women.

Despite the concept, which spanned all denominations, of the gen-
der polarity in the character profiles, learned demonological discourse 
did not think only in female categories. The dualistic concept of gender 
characteristics gradually levelled out in the discourse. The concept of 
masculinity and femininity became more differentiated, though not 
really pluralistic. The ambivalent witch pattern in Catholic and, to 
an extent, Reformed discourse could be upated, accessed and adapted 
to current persecution requirements, for demonology theoretically 
allowed the prosecution of both sexes in witch trials.

The views of the majority of Protestant scholars, however, did not on 
the whole permit such a large degree of ambivalence. In many Lutheran 
territories, changes in the witch image of certain authors only really 
became established after the peak of the persecution period. The greater 
degree of openness in theological matters which arose from the struc-
ture of the Protestant church, had little impact on the witchcraft debate. 
A definite witch stereotype survived above all in the Protestant camp.

The issue of gendering in the elite discussion did not end in the 
debate on the characteristics of the prototype Devil’s confederate. Some 
authors also entered the discussion on another social plane. They saw 
the reason for the increase in magical aggression in the dissolution of 
patriarchal, God-given circumstances essential to the existence of man-
kind. His was a ‘womanly light’ period, Institor(is) claimed, and spoke 
of ‘womanish men who no longer have any religious zeal’. The religious 
foundation of society, as represented and continuously regenerated by 
men, appears to him to have been shaken by the increasingly immoral 
and abnormal behaviour of men. This is a threat not only to individuals 
but to society as a whole.
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The gendering of the witch concept was particularly ambivalent 
amongst those theologians and demonologists who expressly integrated 
the collective element, the witches’ Sabbat into their witch paradigm. 
This cumulative image which contained the four elements: maleficium, 
the Devil’s pact, sexual relations with the Devil and the witches’ dance 
and flight was a product of Catholic and reformist teachings, whereas 
the majority of Lutherans were sceptical of the existence of nightly 
gatherings as a collective activity organized by a secret coalition.294 
Persecution practice in Protestant territories did not, however, always 
follow this theoretical scepticism.295

Male witches performed a wide spectrum of harmful magic – both 
the Catholic and the reformed authors were in agreement on this point: 
weather magic and the resulting damage to harvests, causing sickness to 
animals, human afflictions, even murder through poisoning, all these 
were commonly described in the literature as types of male witchcraft. 
Few demonologists ascribe either infanticide (before or after birth) or 
love magic to the male domain; only Nider describes one case of infanti-
cide. Which type of magic had male, and which, female connotations 
was only partially determined by roles universally ascribed to men and 
women.

Not surprisingly, almost all Catholic authors had alleged male 
witches – as female witches – forming a pact with the Devil. Similarly, 
they assumed that this pact was consolidated by intercourse between 
the two parties.296 These men slept with female demons, the so-called 
‘succubi’ who appeared to them in the guise of attractive women. These 
men were considered heterosexual, but as men with female character 
traits.

Many demonological theories saw aggressive magical acts performed 
by individual male witches as persons in their own right. However, 
these men only developed their main activities in the large organ-
ized and depersonalized group of inhuman Devil’s agents (who were 
both male and female) which formed a threatening anti-society to 
the Christian community. Male witches also attained significant pos-
itions in the witches’ Sabbat, construed as part of the collective crime 
of witchcraft. Some demonologists assumed that this event, described 
variously as a feast, dance or orgy,297 was preceded by collective sexual 
intercourse among not an equal, but a similar, number of people of 
both sexes; this constituted the establishment of the devil’s sect. In Del 
Rio’s work the male witches had a commanding function within this 
large confederacy. The men present at these Sabbats were far more than 
insignificant attendants or musicians on the margins of this dramatic 
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event. Nevertheless, in the descriptions of the trials, they were not 
infrequently identified as ‘secondary’ maleficent persons in the testi-
monies of female ‘primary witches’. The denunciations made in witch 
trials were an essential and indispensable means of discovering alleged 
male witches.

Authors from all three Christian religions followed the idea of the 
family or kinship nature of witchcraft. Whereas the author of The 
Witches’ Hammer in his fixation on women could only conceive of a 
matrilinear transmission of witchcraft, most other authors assumed 
that either spouse could infect the other or their own children. Boguet 
even saw men as ‘fathers of the house’ as playing a dominant role in 
this process. This framework of suspicion cast on a family meant that 
men could, both theoretically and in practice, also be accused in witch 
trials.

Weyer, an opponent of persecution, used a similar image of the 
respective gender characteristics as the advocates of the witch-hunts, 
but drew different consequences and rejected the idea of witch trials. 
Although writing as early as the 16th century, he focussed on the perse-
cution of women and rejected the idea of maleficium as fiction – even 
Spee only indirectly criticized the concept of the reality of maleficium, 
though he stressed the need to protect women. Neither Weyer nor Spee 
used the argument of gender-specific inequality in the witch persecu-
tions to iron out this inequality by securing more accusations of men; 
on the contrary, their criticism aimed at limiting the number of perse-
cutions in general – or even at abolishing them altogether. It is possible, 
however, that local officials may, in the light of growing doubts as to 
whether it was right to restrict persecution to women, have interpreted 
and implemented their arguments in this way. The ambivalent witch 
image in Catholic and later parts of Protestant demonology could have 
legitimized such a change in the gendering of persecution. Men could 
now increasingly become the focus of suspicion and, as alleged agents 
of the Devil, the target of the learned jurists who, in the trials of the 
17th century, replaced the executioners of earlier years. This idea is 
bound up with an account of the reception of the Cautio criminalis and 
can only be suggested here as a hypothesis; further research is needed 
if it is to be verified.

It can be argued against this hypothesis that the numbers of male 
persecution victims in the witch trials had increased even before the 
publication of the Cautio Criminalis and that the reception of Spee’s 
work resulted, at the most, in an intensification of an already existent 
trend.

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


Men as Potential Witches in Demonological Treatises 151

There were regional differences in the reception of demonological 
works. The Witches’ Hammer with its emphasis on women as the sex 
guilty of witchcraft played a comparatively insignificant role in parts of 
the Holy Roman Empire such as the Austrian hereditary lands, Lorraine 
and Franche-Comté. It has been proven that persecution in these ter-
ritories was aimed increasingly, and at an above-average rate, at men, 
and there were numerous trials of alleged male witches. To this extent, 
it is possible to agree with the criticism, which came originally from 
British and American historical research, that the impact and the quasi-
canonical validity of The Witches’ Hammer has been overestimated. The 
majority of Catholic authors did not follow its focus on women. Indeed, 
demonologists such as Del Rio and Binsfeld and, to a slightly lesser 
extent, Rémy played an extremely important role in Catholic witch per-
secution discourse and practice – and the witch concept they developed 
was a more gender-neutral one.

Exodus 22/18

When the Catholic suffragan bishop of Trier had his treatise on the 
witch persecutions printed in 1589, it seemed to him that a Bible refer-
ence would be the most impressive legitimization of the title. A passage 
from the Old Testament selected from the Book of Exodus, Chapter 22, 
Verse 18 was to be clearly visible on the front page:

Maleficos non patieris vivere super terram

A possible translation of this into English would be,

You shall not permit sorcerers or sorceresses/male or female witches 
to live.298

In the German edition of Binsfeld’s treatise this sentence, attributed 
to Moses, was translated literally, using the masculine form:

You shall not permit sorcerers [‘Zauberer’] to live.299

This statement targets the persecution of male sorcerers and is found 
not only in Binsfeld but in almost all Catholic advocates of persecution, 
and even an opponent such as Spee complies with this translation. In 
1487 Institor(is) refers to this place in the Bible300 and renders it in mascu-
line form, though revealingly not in the chapter in which he deals with 
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the female disposition towards witchcraft. He cites this Old Testament 
verse when dealing with the problem of why God allows the Devil’s 
activities and not when debating the gendering of this newly invented 
crime; obviously this Bible quote does not easily fit into his witchcraft 
concept. Both Del Rio and Schultheiß used the grammatical masculine 
form.301 French authors such as Boguet use the masculine generic form 
anyway, as this corresponds to the usage in their own language:

You will by no means permit the sorcerers/male and female witches 
to live302

It is possible in Latin, French and German to use feminine terms. 
Catholic authors did not, however, make use of this possibility in their 
translation of this sentence, although they used the feminine gender at 
other points in their texts, which shows that the choice of terms can-
not be reduced to a linguistic or translation problem. Reformist author-
ities translate this sentence variously. The Calvinist Daneau uses the 
Catholic translation:

Moses condemned them [‘sorciers’] through the condemnation of 
God, in Exodus, Chapt. 22.303

The Zwinglian Bullinger uses a feminine noun304 for this citation 
from the Book of Exodus 22, Verse 18, as do all Lutheran authorities:

You shall not permit sorceresses/female witches to live.305

All contemporary demonologists and theologians of whatever denom-
ination refer to this Old Testament sentence as a legitimization of witch 
persecution and as central evidence of God’s law and command.306 
Exodus 22, 18 is not, then, just any reference but is a statement of great 
relevance, also for persecution practice.

For Catholics, the translation of this supposed injunction of God’s 
was alone sufficient to warrant that witchcraft could not be thought of 
in purely female terms – though there are also other passages in the Old 
Testament which would have permitted a moderate attitude towards 
persecution. At the least, the participation of men in this major crime 
had to be accepted, for the Holy Scriptures did not permit that the witch 
image be restricted to women.

Protestants, however, were bound to the ‘Sola scriptura’ principle of 
Luther’s; in 1534 Luther had translated this sentence from the Scriptures 
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into German using the feminine gender, and according to the ‘Sola scrip-
tura’ principle, the Holy Scripture alone was the place where norms and 
truth were to be found. Reformed theology developed as a result of the 
study of writings and, in reflecting on the Bible, theologians took its word 
literally and as a God-given norm. The Lutheran version of Exodus 22, 
18307 was not, then, simply a guideline, but a precise maxim. For Lutheran 
demonologists and jurists this Bible verse alone was sufficient to cast in 
a female mould their conception of evil on earth as the contemporary 
agency of destruction: for them, as precise commentators on the Bible, 
witchcraft stemmed from women. Reformist theologians assumed a pos-
ition in the centre and were not uniform in their argumentation.

There is no doubt that the Hebrew word ‘mekhaššefāh’ in the Old 
Testament is feminine and can only be translated as ‘sorceress’.308 Here, 
however, it is not the linguistic precision but the contemporary inter-
pretation which is important.

As early as the 16th century, the persecution opponent, Weyer, 
pointed to the consequences of incorrect translations, maintaining that 
the verse in question was impossible to translate. He alluded here to the 
different semantic reference of language and expounded on the prob-
lems of the Hebrew word which he viewed as taken out of context. In 
his view, the correct translation was ‘Giftmischerin’, ‘female poisoner’ – 
thus a real crime – and not to be confused with the word ‘sorceress’, 
since at the time of the Old Testament the much-discussed modern con-
cept of witchcraft did not exist.309 Weyer’s main point here, however, 
was to combat all ideas of witches and not to discuss the gendering of 
persecution practice.

The different denominational interpretations of Exodus 22, 18 per-
sisted; the reasons for these differences are at least in part to be found in 
the history of Bible translation. Catholic authors referred to the Council 
of Trent (1546–63) and the Bible version recognized there as authen-
tic, the Vulgate. The Church Father Hieronymus who lived in Palestine 
and Rome, had created a translation in the 4th century from original 
Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek texts which had asserted itself since the 
end of the Middle Ages as the commonly used edition, the ‘editio vul-
gata’. He translated the Exodus verse in male terms,310 in reference to 
the Greek version. The resolutions of the tridentine council emphasized 
the importance of both tradition and the Holy Scriptures as the basis 
of counter-reformation belief, with the result that the ancient trans-
lation by Hieronymus was accepted as the correct one. There was no 
full German translation of the Vulgata, but there were partial transla-
tions, such as that of Luther’s opponent, Eck,311 and a French version 
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of 1500/1600312 aimed to help local persecution officials who were not 
familiar with Latin to base their actions on the exact word of the Bible. 
In France, however, the translations were considered unauthorized and 
were sharply criticized as corruptions of God’s thought, condemned by 
theologians, and it was forbidden to print them.313 The Latin Vulgata 
remained the decisive authority in the Catholic church; it was canon-
ized and thus declared binding.

The version recognized by the Protestants was translated by Luther 
from Hebrew texts only, and thus related the Exodus verse in question 
to women, as the grammatical gender in the Hebrew text was unmis-
takably feminine. Other reformists followed this translation, thus also 
Bugenhagen who adopted Luther’s version in his Low German edition 
of the Bible:

Die Toverschen schaltu nicht leven lassen.314 In English: You shall 
not allow sorceresses/female witches to live.

Such formulations in the High and the Low German translation 
written for the north German region were important for Protestants; 
their conformity to and belief in the literal had been attacked by 
the theologian and representative of the rebels in the Peasants’ War, 
Thomas Müntzer. As early as 1537/1550 a translation which was closely 
oriented on Luther’s version had appeared for the Danish-speaking 
regions.315

In the reformed church, Johannes Piscator’s translation of the Bible 
became the accepted version. By order of the reformist sovereign of 
Hesse-Dillenburg, Piscator, a theologian and rector of the reformist uni-
versity in Herborn, translated the Bible from original Hebrew and Greek 
texts at the beginning of the 17th century. This so-called ‘Herborn Bible’ 
reflects – whether consciously or not must remain open at this stage – 
the persecution practice in certain reformist territories. In Waadtland in 
Switzerland the proportion of men persecuted for witchcraft remained 
at an almost constant 35 per cent, in the Calvinist counties such as 
Lipper and Nassau it did not fall below 10 per cent. Admittedly, Piscator 
renders the Old Testament verse in the feminine, but in the appended 
comment does his best to reactivate the statement, which he wishes to 
relate to the male sex as well:

You shall not permit a sorceress to live ... Sorceress: Suchlike, also 
a sorcerer and all those who have pacted with the Devil and with 
his help deal in superstition and diabolical arts.... Here, however, he 
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addresses the sorceresses, for the Devil preys most on the female sex 
as the weakest sex ...316

The Herborn Bible only became predominant in the reformist northern 
areas of Switzerland and in the Lower Rhine area; the Geneva Calvinists 
and the Lutherans considered Piscator’s version unacceptable.317

Reactions to Bible versions and translations and their acceptance 
by theologians are by no means unrelated to societal influences, nor 
are they developments determined by purely philological standards. 
In the High Middle Ages, before persecution had become significant, 
commentators interpreted sorcery according to Exodus 22, 18 as a call 
for excommunication rather than in terms of burnings and death sen-
tences.318 The various translations used by the different denominations 
certainly did not play a major role in the orientation of persecution 
practices in the individual territories, but they were more than just a 
mirror of a circumstance which existed outside of theological discourse, 
the predetermined gendering of witchcraft prosecutions.

The ‘witch heresy’ or the legacy of heretical persecution

Both Catholic and reformist authors saw witchcraft as more than a 
continuation of the tradition of heresy.319 To them it presented a new 
variant of heretical activities which they blended together with the 
traditional forms to create a hitherto unknown supercrime which was 
distinguished in its destructive potential from any other kind of heresy. 
The author of the Witches’ Hammer derived this new heretical current 
with its huge potential for harm from apostasy:

First let it be noted that this heresy of witches differs from other 
heresies, ... It also differs from every harmful and superstitious art in 
that, in a way that surpasses all the varieties of divination, this her-
esy of witches reaches the highest level of evil, since it even takes its 
designation from evil-doing (‘maleficere’) or having an evil opinion 
(‘male sentire’) ...320

Other important demonologists also see witchcraft as connected with 
heresy, even if they differ on the arguments of Institor(is). Thus, Binsfeld in 
1590, more than 100 years after the appearance of The Witches’ Hammer:

The witches and foes are heretics or their deeds are intermingled with 
heresy. Whoever denies this defies experience. To deny God, enter a 
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pact with the Devil, worship the Devil, revile Mary, the mother of 
God, abuse the mysteries of our salvation ... to commit other dreadful 
sins against God and the saints too abominable to mention. All these 
together are Godless heresy or indeed they smack of it321

Del Rio, writing at the beginning of the 17th century, concurs with 
this, and the debate on heresy takes up a good deal of space in his work. 
In his Encyclopaedia of Magic he gives the following authoritative, apo-
dictic and brief summary:

... Witches are always suspect of heresy and rarely is this suspicion 
wrong, for the things they do smack of manifest heresy.322

The influential Archbishop of Mainz, Hrabanus Maurus, writing in 
the 9th century saw the Exodus verse ‘Maleficos non patieris vivere’ as 
referring not to sorcerers or witches but to heretics, and rendered the 
word ‘maleficos’ (masculine plural) as ‘heretics’ and the word ‘malefi-
cium’ as ‘heresy’. In the standard work Directorium inquisitorum of the 
Inquisition, that of the Dominican Nicolaus Eymericus written in 1376 
the author attempted to connect certain types of heresy with witchcraft 
and argued that the two offences were closely related. In his arguments, 
Eymericus, who had been appointed General Inquisitor by the Pope, 
used the term ‘maleficus’,323 named several male culprits and declared 
them confederates of the Devil. Catholic theology did not question this 
Bible commentary until the Late Middle Ages when it was reinterpreted 
by Jean Gerson. Gerson was Chancellor of the University of Paris and 
known as ‘doctor christianissimus’ (the most Christian scholar) and a 
stern opponent of Jan Hus, a man burnt for heresy; it was Gerson who, 
in a written communication in 1402, made the connection between 
this Bible passage and forbidden sorcery.324 During the second half of 
the 15th century the two concepts of heresy and sorcery, previously 
generally considered separate entities in theological discourse, merged 
into one against the background of the persecutions of the Waldenses in 
the western Alps. The author of a chronicle which appeared in Lucerne 
around 1450, for instance, made an explicit connection between the 
concepts of witchcraft and heresy.325

The merging of these two spheres was made particularly clear in a 
correspondence of Pope Alexander VI to an Austrian provost in 1500 in 
which the Pope described the newly defined apostates as ‘haeretici male-
fici’, which can be translated as both ‘heretical sorcerers/witches’ and 
‘sorcerous/witchish heretics’ and distinctly articulates the new synthesis 
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of the two concepts: ... wherever there is an opportunity or a safe place 
offers itself ... you shall proceed ... against the scholars and patrons of the 
heretical sorcerers/witches [or: sorcerous/witchish heretics]326

One of the most obvious traditional connections made between her-
esy and the witch paradigm was the concept of the witches’ Sabbat, 
which included details of heretical gatherings. The link between the 
two concepts was the charge that heretics met by night under the lead-
ership of the Devil and performed cult-like rituals. In the persecution of 
the Waldenses in the 14th century the Inquisitors established far more 
detailed and concrete information about this alleged heretical Sabbat. In 
their reports they maintained that these gatherings, which they called 
‘Synagoga Satanae’, took place once or twice a month led by the Devil. 
At these gatherings, the participants underwent special rituals to deny 
and scorn the Christian faith and form instead pacts with the Devil. 
Obscene acts, it was said, which went as far as collectively practised 
intercourse with the Devil, sealed this pact.327 In the 15th century Swiss 
chronicle mentioned above, the author, Johannes Fründ, described the 
followers of this movement as men and women328, thus expressing the 
dual-gender nature of the Vaudois movement.

Pope Innocence VIII confirmed the idea that both men and women 
could become members of a new apostate community in his well-known 
Bull of 1484, where he noted the existence of ‘very many persons of both 
sexes, forgetful of their own souls and in apostasy from the Catholic 
faith’. He also proclaimed that followers both male and female:

perform abuse with the demons who mix with them as men and 
women, and with their enchantments, songs and incantations and 
with other detestable superstitions and magical transgressions, vices 
and crimes ruin, suffocate and kill people, women, the animals, live-
stock ... and also the vineyards, orchards, meadows, pastures, cereals, 
corn and other crops ...329

The heretical cumulative offence in which heretical men even have 
sexual intercourse with the Devil was thus described; the only thing 
missing to complete the picture of the witches’ Sabbat was the pattern 
of the heretics’ or witches’ convention.

In a miniature by Johannes Tinctor(is)330 – one of the oldest picture 
documents painted in the transition phase from heretics’ to witches’ 
sabbats in the middle of the 15th century – a large number of heretical 
Waldenses can be seen praying to the Devil in the form of a ram, paying 
tribute to him with flickering candles and, as a sign of submission and 
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homage, preparing to kiss his posterior. At the centre of the scene men, 
and one woman, can be discerned. Other men and women are travers-
ing the night sky, flying on animals and broomsticks towards the scene 
of the cult so as to take part in this preliminary form of the witches’ 
Sabbat. Contemporary thought as portrayed here had, then, a majority 
of men, but also some women, attending the heretics’ Sabbat. This con-
struct is later conveyed to the fantasies on the witches’ Sabbat.

In the early modern era this synthesis was given a legal framework 
in territories such as Franche-Comté; proven attendance of the Sabbat 
was in itself – even without a case of maleficium – sufficient to war-
rant punishment for this crime of faith. In the mid-14th century the 
words ‘vaudoisie’, ‘vauderie’ and others related to them meant as much 
as ‘heresy’ in the west Swiss/Burgundian region; by the middle of the 
15th century they meant ‘witchcraft’. Originally, ‘vaudoisie’ meant 
nothing more than ‘coming from the Vaudois’. The word ‘vaudois’, the 
old term for the Waldensians, remained in use until the 17th  century, 
in both witch trials and in demonology, for men and women accused 
of witchcraft. Henri Boguet, the chief judge in the monasterial dis-
trict of St Claude in Franche-Comté whose demonological works were 
reprinted 11 times, used this term exclusively to describe accused 
witches,331 thus establishing a close relationship between male and 
female followers of the Vaudois movement and the new witches and 
male witches. The presence of men was greater in this collective image 
of the witches’ convention than in any other elements of either the 
Catholic or the reformist witch paradigm.

Neither in theory nor in practice were heretical activities and gath-
erings associated with one particular sex. The Inquisition arrested 
and executed numerous women, but associated hereticism in gen-
eral primarily with the male sex. Dominicans such as Anonymus 
from Passau and Bernard Gui left no doubt as to their opinion that 
men were at the fore of these Mediaeval movements. The Inquisitor 
Petrus Zwicker, known for his severe and brutal activities from north-
ern Germany to Austria in the 14th and 15th centuries, called men, 
but not women, enemies of and deviants from the faith.332 In the 
actual persecutions, men made up the majority of those suspected 
and executed.333

People previously classed as heretics who thereby became servants 
of the Devil were now in the reverse role and were considered heretics 
because they had become the Devil’s servants. The parallelism of the 
increased persecution of male witches in Catholic and, to an extent, 
in reformist territories with the idea of male participants in heretics’ 
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and witches’ Sabbats is evident and must be viewed as causal. Here, the 
heretic image and the heretic trial lived on in the secularized realm of 
criminal justice. The roots of the charges against alleged male witches 
are to be found in the tradition of the persecution of heretics in the 
High and Late Middle Ages; the legacy was also apparent in the gender-
specific perception of the new dissenters from the faith, the witches, 
amongst whom a number of men were still presumed.334

The influence of theoretical heretic images on certain aspects of 
the witch persecutions and their impact on the gender profile of the 
accused should not, however, be overestimated: demonology attempted 
to legitimize the witch trials by pointing to the fact that, compared 
with past offences against the faith, witchcraft threatened new dimen-
sions of harm.335

A completely new threat appeared to have developed. In the eyes of 
their persecutors, however, men no longer formed the majority of those 
responsible for this ‘supercrime’ against Christian society; in many 
regions they became a minority of the accused, but never were their 
numbers so small that they could be ignored.
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6
Magic and Gender in 
Popular Culture

Hans Schütte of Kellinghusen accused Jacob Gronemann of 
sorcery, but proved nothing, fined one thaler

(Verdict of a low court in Holstein, 1683)

This chapter uses original source material from popular culture, or lit-
erature which describes such material, to look into the witch image and 
its gender-specific characteristics in popular discourse.

The so-called magical folk-belief

The analytical distinction between the two spheres of learned and 
popular culture has led to fruitful discussions among historians, in par-
ticular in witchcraft research. This distinction – just as that between 
‘religion’ and ‘magic’ – remains analytical, however, since both ‘cul-
tures’ continuously influenced one another. The belief in witchcraft 
spanned both learned and popular culture and was only able to develop 
its fatal dynamics because it provided both scholars and illiterate vil-
lagers and townsfolk with explanations in and for their daily lives.1 
So-called popular belief encompasses everything that the majority of 
a population imagines to be true of a world beyond the realm of their 
everyday experience. It includes religious belief in a modern sense, as 
well as belief in the effectiveness of magic. This is necessarily a dif-
fuse concept because it describes heterogeneous phenomena, but it dif-
fers from the widely used term ‘superstition’, for popular belief in the 
early modern period embraced far more than the church’s official con-
cept of what constituted deviation from Christian beliefs. There is no 
sharp delineation between magic and religion, and any assertions to 
the contrary misjudge the realities of both mediaeval and early  modern 
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 religious practices; clerics, too, believed in what they were fighting 
against: the power of magic.

There are methodological problems involved in reconstructing the 
magical folk-belief of the persecution and pre-persecution eras. For the 
High and Late Middle Ages the only sources available are the extant 
writings of chroniclists from learned culture. For the early modern 
period, the documents on witch trials often, although not exclu-
sively, represent the thought patterns and fantasies of the  persecutors – 
 themselves also representatives of learned culture – but not of the 
persecuted. Statements regarding magical ideas and fantasies were made 
in response to the courts’ question lists, and most answers were thus 
highly predictable. Such sources must as a result be subjected to close 
scrutiny. Some researchers hence argue that attempts to use statements 
made in witch trials to demonstrate popular belief are speculative, since 
numerous extant ecclesiastical expressions of alleged popular belief 
are, in fact, stereotyped and persisting reiterations of ideas prevalent 
in late antiquity. This, it is argued, makes such sources unsuitable for 
the reconstruction of cultural reality, for they simply describe fictions.2 
Other historians consider such ecclesiastical sources nevertheless to 
be very valuable; thanks to the diversification of the sources since the 
Late Middle Ages and obvious digressions from established patterns, it 
is possible to infer something about the reality of past thought.3 This 
school focuses on the manuals of confession and their proximity to 
pastoral reality.

There is consensus among historians that although popular and 
demonological beliefs constantly interacted with one another, they 
were only in part identical. Nor is it disputed that magic was worked in 
all sections of society in an attempt to force luck and escape from life’s 
hardships.

The image of magic in popular culture, however, was fundamentally 
ambivalent in that it presumed a unity of ‘black’ and ‘white magic’, for if 
someone was able to work a cure, he or she was also able to work harm. 
The key elements of this image were maleficium worked – without the 
assistance of the Devil – against individuals, and the personal qual-
ities of the perpetrator of magic. From the late Middle Ages onwards, 
however, the diabolic component became increasingly central to the 
demonological notion of witchcraft, with the result that any kind of 
magic was interpreted as an effluent of satanic agents on earth. It is cer-
tain that beliefs of popular culture were masked, reinterpreted or even 
‘contaminated’. Representatives of all Christian denominations crimi-
nalized, discriminated or diabolized magic beliefs deemed  positive in 
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popular belief, such as incantations, soothsaying and healing. Although 
the Devil had only a marginal place in the witch notion of popular 
culture, the population made use of the opportunity to exclude and 
persecute alleged sorcerers and sorceresses who they regarded as the 
originators of harm.4

Magic and gender: Burchard von Worms revisited

Popular sermons, canon laws passed at bishops’ synods and the con-
fessional literature of the High and Late Middle Ages have been criti-
cized with respect to their value as historical sources reflecting popular 
 magic-belief, and this criticism must be taken seriously. Basing an ana-
lysis of magic and gender on such sources does not automatically prod-
uce reliable results.

Research to date reflects this problem. Whereas some studies point to 
the involvement of both sexes in magic activities in popular culture,5 
others using different types of sources come to opposite conclusions, 
and see magic as a primarily female domain.6

Mediaeval penitential canons, however, probably best mirror the men-
tality of popular culture. Priests used them and the lists of questions 
they contained as guidelines for confessions because they stipulated the 
penances to be given. These canons were copied over and over again, 
brought up to date and adapted to regional conditions to accommodate 
the everyday life and religious practice of the people making the confes-
sions. This meant that they were not simply monotonous repetitions 
of ecclesiastical-literary traditions but had to relate to popular ways of 
thought and interpretations of the world, for they would otherwise have 
had no practical value for the priests using them. The well-known peni-
tential canon, the ‘corrector’, written in the 11th century by Burchard 
of Worms is particularly revealing. In the Catholic tradition of his time 
the Bishop of Worms rigorously rejected the effectiveness of any kind 
of magic ritual. He listed those rituals with which he was familiar, thus 
composing a canon of questions in the form of a confession manual fol-
lowing the tradition of the penitential canons of the Early Middle Ages.

The ‘corrector’ is of particular relevance in witchcraft research 
because of its discussion of a woman named Hulda who rode the night 
skies; this description is evidence that the idea of the witches’ flight was 
already known. In popular belief, night flight and people who practised 
it were viewed in a positive, as well as a negative, light, but this was 
reinterpreted in Christian demonology – as were many beliefs consid-
ered to be heathen.7
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The ‘corrector’ is not only of interest because it mentions elements 
of the later elite witchcraft concept but also because it provides us with 
information about the people who worked magic in the High Middle 
Ages. It mentions the magical activities of women who used magic 
spells and incantations to restore damaged pieces of weaving, as in 
counter-magic, or who were able to perform positive love-magic.8 The 
author also mentioned magic worked by men whom he called ‘magi’, 
who were invited into homes and households either to perform magical 
incantations or, by observing the birds, to foresee the future. Anyone 
who accepted the help of these sorcerers should, according to Burchard, 
be severely punished:

Have you asked the help of sorcerers and invited them into your 
house to investigate evil intrigues ... or following the customs of the 
heathens? [Have you sought out] soothsayers so that you will know 
the future as of a prophet, or those who throw lots, or hope to be able 
to divine the future from the lots or those who devote their time to 
consulting the birds or to incantations? Have you invited them? If 
you have done so, two years’ orderly fasting as your penance.9

Burchard of Worms also named herdsmen as the group of men who 
played a major role in all magic rituals:

Have you made ligatures and incantations and all those various 
magic practices worked by godless people, swineherds and cattle-
herds and occasionally hunters by pronouncing devilish utterances 
on the bread and the herbs ... ?10

These herdsmen practised countermagic and were reponsible for pro-
tecting the livestock. Burchard described them as ‘homines nefarii’, 
godless people whom he would like to exclude from the Christian 
community.

The ‘corrector’ shows that in the High Middle Ages both men and 
women actively performed supportive, protective and healing magic. 
The penitential canon does not permit us to infer the proportions of 
men and women involved; magic in popular culture does not seem – 
at least as perceived in Burchard von Worms’ canon – to have been 
generally recognized as gender-specific. The ability to work magic was 
considered gender-neutral. Variants of magic, however, do seem to have 
been attributed more readily to one or the other sex: love magic clearly 
did not belong in the male domain.
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Slander charges, allegations of magic and gender

A wide variety of magic was practised in early modern life. This we 
know from extant church records but also from secular texts such as 
legal statutes, poetry and literature as well as magic charms and spells.

Many records still exist to provide us with extensive information on 
popular culture in Schleswig, Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg, and 
it is for this reason that I deal with this region in greater detail here. 
Historical sources tell us of animal skulls nailed to stable doors to ward 
off ominous powers. Charms made of paper and animals’ claws were 
thought to keep danger away. Villagers would drive their livestock 
through a fire lit out in the open in order to protect them from disease. 
Dead animals were buried near sick animals so that the spirit causing 
any lingering illness would be tranferred to the dead bodies and good 
health would return to the sick.11 In difficult cases, professional forces 
were consulted; first and foremost, these people attempted to heal 
animals, although they sometimes worked their magic for humans. It 
seems, then, that a good deal of magic was practised although it is not 
known exactly how widespread or intense these activities were. Some 
may have tried to practise magic on a large scale, others less so: it is hard 
to assess the general importance of such individual or collective prac-
tices in everyday life. In the many records of magic activities to which 
people confessed without the use of force, the main reason given for 
employing magic is either to secure someone’s subsistence or to secure 
them advantages – and not to cause harm to others. Pastors frequently 
report on rituals and behavioural patterns which testify to the deeply 
rooted nature of magic thought. These reports should, however, be read 
with care, for the Protestant clergy showed a tendency to dramatize the 
situation when dealing with the so-called superstitious customs. This 
is illustrated by a case in southern Holstein; this record seems cred-
ible because it gives a compact description of rituals which, though fre-
quently mentioned elsewhere, are only described in isolation from one 
another in other records.

A clergyman described an event in 1639 in the village of Siek when a 
large number of the inhabitants roamed the village naked by night, car-
rying the hook of a cooking pot; they drew a circle around the village 
along which they lay pieces of bread, wanting thus to protect the village 
from diseases. This pot fixture, an iron bar from the hearth, on which 
the pot used for cooking food in the respective household was hung, 
was passed down from one generation to the next and was imagined 
by the villagers to be magically charged. Its magical power could be 
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used to ward off danger. The cult-like removal of all clothing was seen 
as intensifying the effect of the hook, as was the fact that this all took 
place at night. The circle, as a closed geometrical shape, represented a 
figure which could ban all wrongs. The bread was intended as food to 
appease the imagined demons of disease.12

Yet, maleficium – harm allegedly caused to other people – was not 
insignificant either. In the context of gender and magic it is remarkable 
that the proportion of men accused of magical aggression was relatively 
high on the village level.13 The focus of the witch concept in popular 
culture does not appear to have been as much on women as it was in the 
‘Witches’ Hammer’ of learned demonology.

The sources which provide us with the best insight into the gender-
ing of the witch image in popular culture are those which have not 
been subjected to the influence of the authorities or legal structures or 
to observations by learned culture. Of such sources, slander cases best 
meet these requirements, since the material gives a direct rendering 
of the conflicts as they were argued out among the ordinary people. 
Records of these cases provide a solid and reliable source of information 
on popular imagination and fantasies.

In the territories Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg in the north of the 
empire as well as in Schleswig, slander cases filed for prior accusations 
of witchcraft14 were the responsibility of the lower courts. Such cases 
were generally filed when an accused person considered their reputa-
tion to have been damaged. As honour was considered to be a person’s 
‘symbolical capital’ and any infringement on a person’s honour had 
severe negative impact on their status in early modern society, claims 
related to magic in particular, were frequently made in retrospect.

The frequency of slander cases filed by both men and women in the 
period under investigation shows that the parties concerned often chose 
to take the offensive and attempt to achieve rehabilitation in court 
rather than to adopt defensive behaviour outside the court. Aggressive 
reactions prevailed when people were suspected or accused of magic; 
when, for example a woman and her daughter were accused of magic, a 
man broke into the house of the accuser, dragged her out of bed by the 
hair and beat her with his fists, causing her considerable bodily harm.15 
Other slander cases related to accusations of witchcraft were even dealt 
with by the highest court in the empire, the Imperial Chamber Court.16 
It seems that it was less common for people to react passively and avoid 
conflict by keeping silent,17 since court cases were filed even for minor 
insinuations. What is more, it was common knowledge that the lower 
courts would convict the complainants if the original accusations could 
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not be proven – and this was, of course, difficult. Court cases, then, 
were very likely to be successful. People did not want to imply their 
guilt by behaving evasively.

The verdicts and protocols of the lower courts are found in the penal 
records and reach back to the mid-16th century, that is to a period 
for which there is little other source material for the region under 
discussion. Depending on the scribe, the protocols – written in low 
German – contain greater or lesser detail on the offence recorded; fre-
quently, though, there are only a few lines. It is nearly always possible 
to determine the sex of the complainant and the defendant and the 
reason for the dispute; pure abuse cannot, however, be distinguished 
from specific allegations. The lower courts in the localities were made 
up of farmers under the leadership of a local magistrate, in the man-
orial districts they also included landowning peasants and the lord of 
the manor, in the towns they were made up of citizens and the town’s 
reeve. In most cases they imposed fines.

In the period 1580 to 1730 a total of 510 slander cases (for ac cusations 
of magic) involving 615 people were filed in Schleswig, Holstein and 
Saxony-Lauenburg.18 Despite the gaps in the material and all the 
 reservations with respect to quantitative methods already noted in 
Chapter 3, I have chosen to apply these methods here.

A wide range of terms was used to describe alleged workers of magic. 
There are records of Drache [dragon], Hexe [female witch], Hexenmann 
[male witch], Teufel [devil], Teufelin [she-devil], Werwolf [werewolf], 
Wicker and Wickerin [male and female cunning folk], Zauberer and 
Zauberin [sorcerer and sorceress] all in the orthographical variants of the 
time. The term ‘Drache’, for example was used in connection with unlaw-
ful enrichment. The word ‘Zauberin’ [sorceress] was replaced abruptly 
after 1640 by ‘Hexe’ [female witch], whereas the masculine ‘Zauberer’ 
remained the male equivalent for ‘Hexe’ for some time after this.19

Men appear charged with slander in the first extant court accounts, 
which date back to the late 16th century. In 1592, the court scribe in the 
district of Dithmarschen entered the following in the penal records:

Hans Schwarz versus Johann Rode, because he [Rode] described him 
[Schwarz] as a sorcerer. Johann Rode to pay a fine of one Mark.’20

Johann Rode had, as we can see, accused Hans Schwarz of work-
ing magic and insulted him by calling him a sorcerer. The latter had 
defended himself, and as Rode had been unable to prove his allegation 
before the court, he was obliged to withdraw his accusation and to pay a 
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fine of one ‘lübsch’ Mark (i.e. one Mark in the currency of the Hanseatic 
town of Lübeck which was in common use in northern Germany), for 
unduly insulting Schwarz.

The term witch (Hexe) is predominant in the penal records, appearing 
104 times as against 17 mentions of the term male witch (Hexenmeister); 
this is probably due to the fact that the traditional concept ‘sorcerer’ co-
existed for a long time with the newer term ‘male witch’.

In 1615, Claus Bornholdt of the district of Steinburg successfully 
filed charges because he had been verbally abused as an ‘olde toverer’, 
Low German for old sorcerer. In 1623, a woman by the name of Pawel 
Kuel from the parish of Jevenstedt called Jochim Brueß a sorcerer; in 
1625 Claus Heesch suspected Hans Gosch of sorcery; in 1649 Aßmus 
Stubbegk abused Thomas Fries of Apenrade as ‘a he-witch’ (Hexen-
Mann). In Eutin, a herdsman pressed charges against someone who had 
‘proclaimed him and his family sorcerers’. In 1681, a low court in Cismar 
punished Henning Rüßow because he had ‘abused Jacob Bliesemer, call-
ing him a sorcerer’. The same court convicted a woman for slander, the 
court scribe entering the following in the protocol: ‘The wife of Joachim 
Brandt of Dahme abused Marx Flöker and his family, calling them sor-
cerer, she must pay a fine – 2 imperial thalers.’ In 1689, a Hans Könke of 
Pinneberg paid a lesser fine (one imperial thaler) for a similar insult: he 
had ‘abused old Jochim Könke as an old male witch’. Towards the end 
of the 17th century the term ‘male witch’ (Hexenmeister) became more 
frequent, gradually replacing the ‘sorcerer’. Two peasants disputing in 
1704 no longer used the traditional terms previously used in the court 
record; one of the two, a Jochim Spethmann, paid eight imperial thalers 
for ‘insulting Claes Wensien as a male witch and not being able to prove 
anything’. A low court in the district of Ratzeburg passed the following 
sentence on a man and wife taken into custody in 1729 for accusing 
another person of maleficium:

The woman accused of slander must go to prison with her husband 
and remain there until she can prove to the complainant that he is 
a male witch.21

In contrast to other German-speaking regions, the cumulative, 
learned demonology did not catch on in large sections of Holstein and 
Schleswig’s rural population. Magic aggression was widely understood 
to be merely individual maleficium.22 The explicit notion of Devil’s 
pacts and Sabbat meetings of witches and male witches is not in evi-
dence in the majority of the slander cases. The image here is of the 
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spell-casting vindictive, ill-wishing neighbour known personally to the 
complainants; these were not the agents of the Devil endowed with 
special powers. In order to find out who was responsible for a theft, the 
inhabitants of a village in Holstein asked the Devil for help for he was 
supposed to have a well-known magic search instrument, the ‘sieve’.23 
The Devil appears here, then, not as an embodiment of destructiveness 
but as a figure who, though uncanny, is not entirely negative, and can 
be asked for support – without the seekers of help incurring any obliga-
tion to reciprocate.

The few references which indicate an influence of learned demon-
ology show that the uneducated people of this region had only a very 
vague and indistinct idea of what it involved. Seldom was anyone – 
man or woman – alleged to have done more than been present at ‘the 
magic dance’ (Zauberdanze) or ‘on the Blocksberg’ (the mythical moun-
tain where witches’ gatherings took place’). For instance, a peasant was 
told in strife to ‘go to the Wartenberg [a local hill] and dance with the 
witches’, a woman was called a ‘Blocksberger’ and told, ‘May the Devil 
fetch you’. Accusations which testify to the influence of learned demon-
ology such as the case of the old man who had allegedly spent a long 
time as a trumpeter on the Blocksberg – and it was ‘this which gave him 
his crooked mouth’ – remained almost unique.24

In the 510 slander cases, such elements – variously developed – of the 
concept of a witches’ Sabbat appeared in only twelve cases. It was male-
ficium which was the focus of the popular witch belief.

The evaluation of slander cases brought against 615 people between 
1580 and 1750s, and in which the sex of the accused was evident in 608 
cases, showed that 70 per cent of those accused or maligned as work-
ers of magic were women and 30 per cent men. Despite all reservations 
regarding the representative value of these figures, it is plain that magic 
offences were primarily associated with women, but that the propor-
tion of men affected is by no means negligible (Figure 6.1).

Popular belief in the region and period under consideration did lit-
tle to confirm the perspective of learned – and in particular Protestant 
demonology – and its gendering of witchcraft. There were only minor 
changes in the gender correlations in the course of the 17th century 
Figure 6.2 which presents absolute numbers of charges chronologically 
from 1580 to 1750 demonstrates that women were consistently more 
frequently affected than men.

Figure 6.3 places the spotlight on the relative numbers of men and 
women involved in accusations of magic. Whereas women were the 
objects of 70 per cent to 80 per cent of such accusations between 1580 
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Figure 6.1 Proportions of people suspected of magic – Schleswig and Holstein: men 
and women, 1580–1750
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30%
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Figure 6.2 Schleswig and Holstein: accusations of magic in slander cases – 
 proportion of men and women, 1580–1750
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and 1650, the relations changed somewhat after this date, with the 
numbers of men increasing.

From around 1640, but more markedly from about 1660 to 1700 
the proportion of men accused of being male witches or similar was 
about 30 per cent. It rose to over 60 per cent at its peak in the early 
18th  century but it must be remembered that the absolute total fell 
considerably in this period. The differences in the gender profile of 
people maligned as witches became slightly but not significantly less 
marked in the 17th century, with women still representing the cen-
tral figures in about two-thirds of all cases of magic-related maleficium 
cases in this rural region. This interpretation of the world was largely 
of male origin, for 69 per cent of those who accused or maligned other 
men and women were men. 31 per cent of those who accused women 
were themselves women – a proportion of some significance. From 1730 
onwards, charges of magical aggression became rare as an allegation 
was no longer generally considered threatening.

The penal records show a wide spectrum of possible harmful magic 
activities which might range from curses which caused distress at sea to 
the theft of bees, to the disappearance – by magical means – of a labour-
intensive piece of woven flax. In only about a quarter of cases is it pos-
sible to reconstruct the reasons for the legal action, as the records of 
charges and sentences often followed a strict scheme. In the majority of 
cases, the court scribe noted such general statements as, for example,

‘Peter Brake accused Gretche Schaprogeneß of working magic.’25

Whilst such information does not permit us to reconstruct an actual 
case, there are 122 trials recorded from which the type of maleficium 
and the background to the charge can be deduced. Actual damage was 
attributed to the magical activities of certain persons, as the following 
typical example shows:

‘Iver Thies is charged with having accused Peter Jacob Ovens of using 
sorcery to kill his wife.’26

In this case, a male complainant attempted to clear himself of the 
charge of causing death by unnatural means. For the period in question, 
harm to livestock and the eliciting of disease were the most frequently 
imagined magical offences; only in a few cases was damage to crops con-
nected with magical destruction. The question as to whether there were 
gender-typical areas of magic in popular beliefs raises  methodological 
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problems: for men, in particular, the number of cases in which the type 
of magic offence is actually named is only 35, and thus statistically too 
small to make any truly reliable statements. The results of a quantitative 
analysis, however, do point to significant differences with respect to the 
types of magic attributed to men and women!

98 per cent of milk and butter magic offences, 97 per cent of offences in 
which harm was dealt to livestock and 92 per cent of offences involving 
death caused by unnatural means were attributed to women. Dishonest 
enrichment was attributed almost exclusively to men, 72 per cent of 
werewolf cases and 60 per cent of cases in which horses suffered magical 
harm were thought to have been committed by men. The female spheres, 
then, were the causing of sickness and disease and the enchantment of 
livestock; male domains were harm caused to horses and possessions 
acquired by magical, and thus unlawful, means (see Figure 6.4).

This evaluation shows that in popular belief specific offences were 
attributed to one or the other sex. This must, however, be viewed in 
the light of the roles men and women played in working life of the 
early modern period. In this traditional agrarian society specific fields 
of work were assigned to either men or women. Women’s work included 
caring for livestock and the dairy work – at least at a subsistence level – 
as well as caring for the sick, and the preparation of meals. The div-
ision of labour went so far that milking was considered strictly taboo 
for men. The principal male domains were caring for the draught 
 animals, such as the horses.27 There was a tendency for this division 
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of labour to become less stringent in market-oriented agrarian sectors 
where, as in Holstein and Schleswig, new professions were arising as 
a result of the commercialization of dairy and livestock raising; men 
then broke away from traditional roles in practising their new jobs as 
milkers. Nevertheless, the traditional clearly defined division of labour 
remained in the self-supporting peasant households.28

As keeping horses was an extremely costly business in early mod-
ern society and horses required one and a half times the amount of 
food required by cows, there were not many to be found on peasant 
farms; indeed, oxen were used as draught animals in Holstein up into 
the 19th century. These facts alone mean that this male domain on the 
farm could not become a target for a high level of magical activities. 
This would indicate that the position of women in the production and 
reproduction process in Schleswig and Holstein played an important 
role in the development of magic accusations in popular belief.29

Slander cases give some indication of the gendering of harmful 
magic, which was primarily ascribed to women, but clearly also to men. 
However, they provide less information on its counterpart, positive or 
so-called ‘white magic’ such as protective, defensive or countermagic. 
The criminalization of such practices can also be tracked in Schleswig, 
Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg. Activities which the authorities con-
sidered to be based on superstition, such as the so-called incantations 
or ‘blessings’ of humans, animals or crops, had been forbidden since 
the 16th century and anyone who practised or enlisted the help of 
such activities was strictly contravening legal norms. The practising of 
defensive magic and the seeking out of (male or female) countermagic 
specialists was a statutory offence liable to public prosecution; this 
affected both men and women. Healing magic was primarily, though 
by no means exclusively a female domain. The sources report avid con-
sultations with female and male ‘cunning folk’.30

The extant records from Schleswig and Holstein show that neither 
were men associated more frequently than women with ‘white magic’, 
nor, conversely, were women considered more frequent perpetrators of 
black magic than men. Such an ideal division between the two poles of 
magic fails to recognize the ambivalent character of magical potentials. 
Even men who were locally active as healers could easily be accused of 
practising magic if their protective magic had negative consequences31 – 
whether or not a simple allegation would develop into a formal witch 
trial was at this point still undecided.
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7
The Persecution of 
Male Witches in Holstein

I became suspected of witchcraft and was taken to task by 
the authorities because I am able to invoke evil spirits to heal 
 sicknesses

(Hans Broecker, a healer, after his arrest as 
a male witch, June 1645)

But I only gave my horses a potion that you can buy from the 
apothecary

(Peter Goldbeck, a smith, after his arrest for 
witchcraft in November 1652)

One in four witches was male. Such a figure, however, reveals very lit-
tle about the personal profiles of the individual men accused as male 
witches: This chapter looks behind the pure statistics to describe the 
persecution of men from a more human perspective, focussing on 
the individual fates and the conflict constellations which gave rise 
to the trials.

In order to portray certain characters and personalities individu-
ally the following takes a close look at the witch trials in one specific 
region. Taking Holstein (including Saxony-Lauenburg and Lübeck) as 
an example, personal profiles of accused male witches are brought to 
life and, most importantly, the reasons for the low proportion of males 
among the persecuted are discussed.

The chapter also discusses the extent to which male witches may 
have been drawn into witchcraft trials as subsidiary persons on account 
of their close relation to female witches. Finally, the chapter investi-
gates whether male witches were brought before the courts for different 
offences than female witches.
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Peter Steffens, a herdsman and male witch

In June 1689 Peter Steffens, a 50-year-old cowherd was arrested in the 
district of Ratzeburg. Several witnesses had accused him of ‘Segen-
Sprechen’ and ‘Böt[h]en’,1 that is to say of chanting magic spells and 
incantations, and invoking evil spirits to heal sicknesses. These wit-
nesses (both men and women) finally admitted, after exhaustive ques-
tioning, to themselves having sought Steffen’s help. As a result, the 
officiating local magistrate was able to determine all those who had 
belonged to the clientele of this man, clearly a specialized practitioner. 
The witness Paul Stötke from Talkau, even recounted that Steffens had 
wanted to teach him the art of magic and sworn him to secrecy. On 
the way to the trial, Steffens jumped into Ratzeburg Lake in an attempt 
to drown himself, but was pulled out of the water again by his escorts. 
This prompted the court to use torture in the trials, for in the eyes of 
the judge attempted suicide was tantamount to a confession of guilt. 
Steffens was subjected to ‘a fair degree of torture which he suffered 
almost motionless’. This his questioners found inexplicable, looked for 
new circumstantial evidence and ordered torture to be applied again. 
Under the agonies of renewed torture Steffens still did not confess, but 
subsequently admitted that he ‘had made a pact with Satan and given 
him his body and soul. A she-devil by the name of Aria had then joined 
him and promised to nourish him. With her help he was to continue 
to use his incantations to heal the sick. He had often had intercourse 
and committed shameful deeds with this devil’.2 Finally, he confessed 
to even more: it was true that he had killed people and animals, but the 
Devil’s pact had also meant he had been able to help many  people. A 
certain Johann Beuthin, for example, had had trouble with his loin, that 
is he had probably had back pain or sciatica, and Steffens had succeeded 
in healing him of his affliction. He had, however, mostly employed his 
art in saving animals from death.

At this point in his confession the role of the she-devil changed – 
originally an object of lust, she became the dominant element in the 
relationship. Steffens reports that she had him in her grip and even beat 
him if he tried to desist from his evil deeds; one day when he had been 
going to receive the Lord’s Supper again after a long period of abstin-
ence, she had maltreated him so ‘that blood kept flowing from him’.3 
On hearing this, the court decided to send the files to an – unnamed – 
university and to ask for legal assistance. The reply was that this was 
a proven case of witchcraft to be punished by burning at the stake. 
The high court of the principality mitigated the sentence, and this 
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herdsman and cunning man was executed by strangling and his body 
subsequently burnt.4

This was a classic witch trial in which the court in Saxony-Lauenburg 
wrested from the accused a confession of all the features of the learned 
witch concept: maleficium worked on humans and animals, the pact 
and the intercourse with a devil. The only element not to appear in 
Steffens’ confession or, indeed, in the court’s questions is the witches’ 
Sabbat, which would appear thus not to have been of interest.

Steffens – at 50, an old man in early modern terms – was one of the 
still widespread and popular so-called cunning folk who purported to 
be able to use the special skills attributed to them to heal physical and 
mental ailments. For the authorities, this supportive and healing magic 
was not white magic and thus untainted and distinct from witch-
craft; on the contrary, it was associated with the deeds of the Devil as 
embodied on earth. In the Ratzeburg trial, the judges apportioned all 
forms of positive magic to the so-called black and maleficent magic.
They went on to secure a confirmation of this interpretation through 
a confession obtained under torture. Despite his confession, Steffens 
attempted to save himself by presenting himself as a victim. As an 
object, not a subject of the events he had been forcibly prevented by 
the agent of evil from ending the devil’s pact, for how else can we inter-
pret his description of how he tried to go to church to receive the sac-
rament and hence return to the Christian community? That Steffens 
had internalized the moral norms of his time can be seen in the fact 
that he described intercourse with the she-devil as ‘shameful’, hoping 
that by conforming to what he assumed the court and establishment 
expected of him, he, the repentant sinner, would be able to escape the 
death sentence.

In stressing the passive and dependent part he played in his pact with 
the Devil, Steffens assumed a role frequently played by female victims 
of the witch-hunts. Neither the roles in which the accused were cast 
nor their acceptance of roles in the witch trials matched the established 
views on typical male and female characteristics.

In Steffens’ case, neither his emphasis of his role as victim, nor his 
repentance, and certainly not his positive acts of healing as confirmed 
by the witnesses, sufficed to save the old herdsman. His confession to 
the Devil’s pact left no doubt in the judges’ minds that such connec-
tions with evil could only be punished by death.

The witch, or more appropriately male witch trial of Peter Steffens 
was one of many in Holstein, Lauenburg and Lübeck. Further cases 
will be presented later in this chapter, but first it is expedient to draw 
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a  picture of the geographical, historical and legal background to the 
witch persecutions in this region.

Location, the law and sources

The analysis for the period 1540–1730 is restricted to the area of present-
day Holstein; unlike Schleswig to the north, this area – which consisted 
of the Duchy of Holstein, the Duchy of Saxony-Lauenburg, several 
other smaller territories,5 and the Imperial City of Lübeck – belonged to 
the Holy Roman Empire of German Nations. These territories belonged 
to the Lower Saxon Circle in which imperial law ruled. The Duchy of 
Schleswig remained a Danish fief and was thus not part of the empire.

The history of Holstein cannot, however, be detached from the com-
bined history of Schleswig and Holstein, particularly when analyzing 
topics such as the witch persecutions which often developed across 
boundaries and regions. In 1460, the joint estates of the two duch-
ies had been given an assurance by the territorial sovereign that they 
would not be separated and ruled by different sovereigns. Externally, 
this remained true but ruptures began to appear in internal unity 
in the 16th century. From 1581, both the King of Denmark and the 
Duke of Gottorf ruled the territories but the lands each sovereign held 
were strewn throughout Schleswig and Holstein, making it impossible 
to form a pattern of enclosed territories. However, the districts ruled 
jointly by the sovereigns of Schleswig and Holstein, the common high 
court and the common recognition of the Protestant church acted like 
a bracket drawing the two together. This is in evidence in the witch 
persecutions, where jurisdiction relating to the trials was passed by the 
same institution for both Schleswig and Holstein. The small Duchy of 
Saxony-Lauenburg was unaffected by these developments, being a ter-
ritory in its own right and only becoming part of the Principality of 
Lüneburg in 1705.

The question of sovereignty in Lübeck and surroundings was a com-
plicated one; it is, however, necessary to outline the situation here in 
order to understand local witch trials. After the Reformation, members 
of the nobility prevented the dissolution of the Prince-Bishopric of 
Lübeck and elected Protestant Prince-Bishops who henceforth ruled a 
large territory around the town of Lübeck, where they also dispensed 
justice. The monasteries located within the town walls also possessed a 
large number of villages outside the city where they were also respon-
sible for the dispensation of justice. As other towns of a similar size such 
as Metz, Nuremberg and Ulm, the Hanseatic town of Lübeck had also 
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acquired sizeable posessions outside the town walls, where they were 
responsible for the jurisdiction. A few Lübeck patricians also owned 
manors in Holstein and administered the law on their lands.

Other than Kiel and Lübeck, no towns in Holstein or Lauenburg had 
been granted autonomy. In theory, the respective town councillors in 
these non-autonomous towns had the jurisdiction, but in practice the 
royal and ducal magistrates always intervened.

Holstein was the most heavily populated of these regions in the 
16th and 17th centuries, with a population of 210,000 to 240,000. In 
the same period, the population of Saxony Lauenburg, a region with 
many lakes and forests, fluctuated between 20,000 and 22,000, whilst 
Lübeck’s population ranged between 25,000 and 31,000.6

In the districts of Holstein and Lauenburg traditional law, passed 
down verbally from one generation to the next, had been in force since 
the High Middle Ages; this Holstein and Saxon law included the offence 
of sorcery which it declared punishable by death at the stake. From the 
mid-16th century the influence of CharlesV’s central law, the Carolina, 
was increasingly felt. The local sovereigns modified this legal frame-
work for their possessions in the Duchy of Holstein, introducing their 
own witchcraft laws. In 1567, 1572 and 1591, for example, they ordered 
the pronouncement of the death penalty for proven maleficium per-
formed on the basis of a Devil’s pact. For so-called ‘Wickerei’ (divining 
and counter-magic), and ‘Segnerei’ (healing by chanting incantations), 
the penalty was milder; there was still a distinction between harm-
ful and non-harmful magic. The Danish King Frederick II added the 
injunctions of the ‘Kalundborg Recess’ to the imperial code for his lands 
in Holstein; these stipulated that death sentences pronounced by local 
courts had to be confirmed by higher judicial authorities. In practice, 
however, these injunctions were not always implemented. The other 
territorial sovereigns all tightened up their witchcraft laws at the end 
of the 16th and beginning of the 17th century in that sorcery offences 
were classified as inevitably bound up with the Devil’s pact.7 The line 
between white and black magic began, even at the highest levels, to fade 
into a universe of magic; early modern demonology had thus become 
established in the territorial laws of Holstein, Schleswig and Lauenburg 
which now exceeded in severity the provisions of imperial law in the 
Carolina, although they were less harsh than the cruel terms of the 
edicts enacted by other Lutheran territories such as the Electorate of 
Saxony or Württemberg.

The laws and ordinances themselves must be distinguished from the 
practical administration of justice. Here, too, the situation was complex 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


The Persecution of Male Witches in Holstein 179

and varied. In the 16th century districts of Holstein and Lauenburg, 
justice was administered by the so-called popular courts which were 
made up of a group of the more well-to-do landowning peasants, the 
so-called ‘Hufner’, who were supervised by an official nominated by 
the sovereign. On the large manorial estates, however, the nobles were 
more or less autonomous in their dispensation of justice, as were the 
elected councillors in the towns.8

During the period of the witch persecutions there were changes in 
the distribution of power in the various courts. Towards the end of 
the 16th century, the influence of the state increased markedly and 
was clearly reflected in the practice of the witch trials: magistrates 
were informed of persons suspected of witchcraft, carried out their 
own investigations of subjects, questioned suspects before the court 
convened, authorized arrests, made arrests based on charges placed 
by private individuals, devised the questions to be asked of suspects 
and witnesses in the trials, ordered households to be searched and 
collected evidence such as water samples. A disempowerment of the 
popular courts by officials appointed by the territorial sovereigns and 
the increasing intervention of professional jurists in the chambers 
and universities were, then, the chief characteristics of the peak per-
secution period.

This development is illustrated by the following example: the provost 
of the monastery in the market town of Preetz had a similar position 
to that accorded to the duke’s and prince’s magistrates and presided 
over the court. In 1620, he refused to recognize a sentence passed by 
the local popular court and sought legal support from jurists at the 
University of Rostock. He described the court members as ‘simple and 
witless peasants’; the law faculty expressly condoned his viewpoint and 
procedure. The advisors in Rostock described the decision made by the 
popular court as ‘barbarically opposed to all reason’. The provost was 
able to simply ignore the court verdict.9

The entire analysis of this study area is based on records to be found 
in the state archives (Landesarchiv) of Schleswig-Holstein and criminal 
court records in a number of town and city archives, which either docu-
ment witch trials – in varying degrees of detail – or in which there 
are indirect references to persecutions. Further data came from con-
temporary chronicles or legal dissertations and collections of verdicts 
from the 17th century. The verdict books from the law faculties at the 
universities of Rostock and Greifswald10 provided additional informa-
tion. These different sources should be seen as complementary to one 
another, making it possible to document numerous witch trials.
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The impact of witch trials often extended even further, particularly 
because the executions were major and spectacular events experienced 
by a large number of people, and because news of witch-hunts was 
recorded in various sources. The court documents usually end with the 
verdict, but in the cases where the executions are described, all sources 
mention large crowds of people who came together on such occasions. 
Even though the present study is based on a wide spectrum of sources – 
trial documents, penal records, court accounts and university verdict 
books – it does not pretend to have covered all witchcraft trials. For 
a quantitative survey, however, which aims to show tendencies, these 
sources are sufficient.

Trials and surges

The first verifiable witch trial took place in Kiel in 1530 when two 
women were charged with love magic and with causing sickness, for 
which they were condemned to death.11 By 1580 at the latest the terri-
tories between the North and Baltic Seas were feeling the pressure that 
was driving the persecutions throughout Europe, from Scandinavia 
down to Italy. The number of witch trials rose steadily, reaching a climax 
between 1610 and 1630. In these decades, persecution of alleged ser-
vants of the Devil also increased in areas of the duchies otherwise char-
acterized by a low level of persecution, as, for example, Dithmarschen. 
A third wave of persecution built up from about 1660, ebbing away in 
the decade after 1680. As in the rest of Europe, persecution in Holstein 
came in waves, that is, it was notably concentrated in certain periods. 
In this northern region, though, the waves did not come as sharply 
distinctive surges followed by marked periods of abatement; here there 
was more of a cumulative effect in which persecution surged, with 
minor abatements, to reach its height in the early 17th century. The 
principal phase of witch persecution was concentrated in the first half 
of the 17th century; of all witches accused in these territories, one in 
two were charged between 1600 and 1640, one in four in a period of 
only 20 years, between 1610 and 1630.

It was a long time before the witch-hunts really came to an end. The 
last classic trial to lead to an execution took place in Lauenburg in 1689; 
this was the trial of the herdsman Peter Steffens described at the begin-
ning of this chapter. In 1724, a court in Rendsburg also pronounced a 
death sentence, but this time the trial had already shed the features of a 
conventional witch trial: a soldier accused of having made a pact with 
the Devil was beheaded according to martial law.12 In their early stages 
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the witch-hunts in Holstein had targeted women but they ended with 
the execution of men.

For the period 1530–1735, there are records of trials involving 
439  people in Holstein, Lauenburg and Lübeck.13 317 people, that is 
72 per cent, were executed, most of them by burning, 6 per cent were 
banished from the country and 6 per cent were acquitted; the verdicts 
on the rest are unknown.

There were major regional differences in the persecution structure. 
In the Hanseatic town of Lübeck and its territories, records survive for 
the period 1530–1735 of 35 trials, resulting in the execution of ten 
(29 per cent) people. The city councillors acquitted almost one third 
of all those accused, and banished approximately another third.14 In 
one year – 1637 – only was there a major trial in which ten women were 
accused. Persecution practice in Lübeck, then, was similar to the low-
level practice of other early modern large towns and cities.

The majority of all witch trials in Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg 
targeted individuals, 51 per cent of the 194 trials for which records 
are extant. In 41 per cent of trials between two and five people were 
accused, in 6 per cent between six and ten, and there were only four 
 trials in which more than ten people were charged. Holstein was as 
such a region of low-scale panics, in which even small chains of trials 
were few in number. This pattern remained typical even during the per-
secution surges of the early 17th century. The large-scale trials, which 
nonetheless took place on some estates,15 occurred mainly (with the 
exception of the island of Fehmarn) outside of the more intense perse-
cution periods. Consequently, Holstein rarely experienced any of the 
major chains of inter-related witch-hunts and remained a country in 
which even the so-called ‘small panics’ were in the minority.

All in all, the witch persecutions in Holstein present an ambivalent 
picture. On the one hand, the relatively low number of trials points to 
a low level of persecution; on the other hand, the high execution rates, 
that is the frequency with which an accusation led to the pronounce-
ment of a death sentence, demonstrate – though these meagre words 
can most certainly not sufficiently describe the tragic nature of these 
events – how severely this alleged crime was punished. With its popu-
lation of between 260,000 and 290,000, approximately 450 verifiable 
trials and over 70 per cent death sentences, Holstein should be catego-
rized as a territory with a medium persecution rate. Despite the absence 
of mass trials and organized witch-hunting committees in the villages, 
the large number of individual trials – the majority of which were 
requested and initiated ‘from below’,16 and approved and conducted by 
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the various responsible authorities – attest to the high tension poten-
tial in early modern Holstein society and to the way this tension was 
released in the persecution processs.

The crime of witchcraft

Male and female witches were Devil’s confederates – all persecutors 
in Holstein were in agreement on this point. From 1570 onwards the 
Devil’s pact became the most decisive feature of this new crime; once it 
had been determined whether harm had been caused, the trials focused 
on the cause of the crime, i.e. the pact with the Devil. The use of magic 
to harm animals or cause sickness in humans had become an issue in 
Holstein; weather magic played a totally subordinate role here. Unlike 
the southern and western regions of Germany and the Austrian territor-
ies where weather magic and the damage caused to the vineyards and 
other crops was of prime importance, hail and thunderstorms, which 
occurred comparatively infrequently in the north, were evidently 
viewed as less threatening, and certainly not interpreted as the work 
of witches. The extent to which such imagined damage is a function 
of the geographical locality and the different values attached to the 
resources of this locality is illustrated in particular by the rare forms of 
damage imagined to have been caused by witchcraft. The magic ‘sink-
ing of ships’ and destruction of fish stocks, occurred only in the imme-
diate vicinity of the coast. Werewolf charges, that is allegations that a 
person had transformed him or herself into an aggressive animal, rarely 
cropped up in Schleswig-Holstein, an area which even in this period no 
longer had much dense forest cover; if such accusations were made at 
all, then it was in the more wooded hilly areas to the east, and certainly 
not in the low-lying coastal regions.17

The image of the witches’ Sabbat as the witches’ cult centre and a 
hatchery of all manner of harm is by no means universal in the confes-
sions made by alleged witches in Holstein. Of the trial records which 
contain qualified statements on the offences, no more than one in two 
notes this element of collective witchcraft practice.18

If we assume that the witches’ Sabbat pattern as it presents itself in the 
confessions is also a reflection on the questions or question catalogues 
used by the judges or the ‘Fiskal’ (an early form of public prosecutor), 
then we can also assume that the collective witchcraft image was also 
of minor significance to the persecutors. When, in 1682, an accused 
woman was asked, under torture, if she ‘... had been on the Blocksberg 
[mountain]’ she answered in the negative, and the Latin ‘Negat’ was 
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noted down in the records. In the course of the trial she did, however, 
mention a single meeting with one other woman, ‘Other than this 
woman nobody was there, they had had nothing to eat or drink, had 
seen Satan, she had only danced once with Jochim Marten’s wife.’19 The 
court did not ask for any further names, so was obviously not interested 
in hearing any more denunciations: the focus of their interest was indi-
vidual maleficium and not the collective deed, with the result that the 
case did not escalate, and ended with a sentence on two women.

Witches’ gatherings sometimes consisted of only two people, the 
accused and the Devil.20 The Devil’s confederates did not meet, as cus-
tomary, on mountains but in farmhouses and without being noticed 
by the inhabitants.21 One accused woman mentioned a black mass, 
without being able to go into any detail about the rituals. Carstine 
Colscheen admitted that ‘she once went to the (black) church on the 
same mountain’. More developed patterns came to light in a few trials, 
such as a trial in Pinneberg in 1611, where a woman admitted joining 
with others to ‘fly across the [River] Elbe on wings’ and serving as a 
‘dish-washer’ at the dance.22 Such indications that a hierarchical struc-
ture may have existed at the witches’ Sabbat were rare in Holstein, as 
was the imagined militaristic organization of the Devil’s sect. In one of 
the few trials where such matters arose, and which was held in 1613 on 
a manorial estate near Lübeck, there was talk of membership in Devil’s 
companies.23 When, as a result of torture, the accused in a trial in 1677 
actually gave further details of the doings at the witches’ Sabbat and 
in a continuation of the trial implicated 20 other alleged attendees, 
the outcome was not – as might have been expected elsewhere – mass 
executions, but two banishments and the burning of the principal 
accused.24 The various authorities showed certain reservations in their 
investigations of the alleged gatherings of witches and male witches, 
recorded denunciations of accomplices but did not fully accept them. 
In 1595, the magistrate of Neumünster refused, with the support of the 
Duke, to allow a public proclamation of the names of people who had 
been denounced subsequent to a trial.25 After a series of denunciations 
in trials in the district of Eutin the Prince Bishop ordered in 1668 that 
‘anybody accusing other people of unproven witchcraft would be sub-
ject to a fine of 30 imperial thalers’.26 The magistrate for Bergedorf also 
laid down a penalty for any subject who further accused or took action 
against people denounced in a witchchraft trial.27

The law faculties at the Protestant universities of Rostock and 
Greifwald supported these endeavours and refused to acknowledge any 
relevance of such denunciations for criminal proceedings. In  particular, 
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they rejected the use of torture for these persons.28 The jurists from 
these two universities dealt with about a third of all witchcraft trials 
between 1580 and 1630 and thus had considerable influence on the 
legal practice of witchcraft persecution in Holstein.

In many trials there were either no denunciations or these were 
restricted to a small circle of people. The largest number of people 
denounced in one trial was 26, in the monastic district of Preetz.29 
This is in stark contrast to single trials in other regions such as the 
Bishopric of Eichstätt where 484 people were denounced, the county of 
Baden Baden where there were 150 denunciations in 1628, the Prince-
Bishopric of Bamberg with 126 denunciations or the Electorate of Trier 
with 150 people denounced; such figures were unknown in Holstein.30

The prototype trial began with alleged maleficium and ended with 
a confession to the Devil’s pact; this applied to almost half the cases 
in Holstein. Maleficium, and not alleged membership of a secret coali-
tion of Devil’s agents, was the focus of attention. The witches’ Sabbat 
as a ‘... powerful collective image of early modern society which so agi-
tated the fantasy of learned theologians and the simple people alike 
that countless people fell victim to it’31 found little echo in either elite 
or popular culture in Holstein. The tradition of the mediaeval concept 
of magic persisted and was basically only extended in the early modern 
era to include the Devil’s pact and, in some cases, intercourse with the 
Devil. The collective witchcraft offence, the organized crime of the early 
modern age, remained on the periphery. In those cases in which witch-
craft was interpreted as the contemplated and coordinated act of an 
organized group, this related to small and not large groups. These small 
groups were defined by family ties and not by an anonymous military 
organization founded solely for the purpose of practising witchcraft.

Witches: male and female

The proportion of male victims in the witch persecutions of Holstein and 
Saxony-Lauenburg was 12 per cent, 52 men and 387 women. This was 
well below the average for the entire empire. Other statistics further con-
firm the gender specificity in this region: Whereas 74 per cent of women 
tried for witchcraft were executed, the corresponding figure for men was 
62 per cent, and while 25 per cent of men indicted for witchcraft were 
acquitted, only 10 per cent of women were released. The courts, then, 
were not only more avid in charging women but they also judged them 
more severely. Not only did men stand a greater chance of surviving a 
witchchraft trial, they also had a better chance of complete acquittal.
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The type of maleficium of which men and women were accused also 
showed gender-specific tendencies.32 59 per cent of accused women had 
allegedly caused sickness or death by working magic, and 47 per cent 
had caused harm to cattle; in 39 per cent of cases men were accused of 
harming livestock, followed by magic spells cast on horses at 33 per cent. 
Love magic had barely any significance in Holstein, but was not con-
sidered to be monopolized by women since there are records of a man 
accused of this offence.

The data presented here confirm the theory that the various types of 
maleficium were not ascribed uniformly to men and women and that 
this gender-specificity was dependent on the different fields in which 
men and women worked and operated. Suspicions of witchcraft were 
related to the respective positions of men and women in the produc-
tion and reproduction processes of early modern agrarian societies. 
However, the accusations of slander made in the context of popular cul-
ture did not entirely resemble accusations made at witchcraft trial level. 
The courts partially accepted these accusations, filtering them in the 
course of the witch trials, with the result that previously clearly distinct 
gender-specific patterns now became blurred.

Other gender-specific accusations were added in the course of the 
 trials under the influence of learned legal culture: alleged male witches, 
for example, were never accused of so-called ‘host desecration’, this 
crime was ascribed purely to their female counterparts. Women accused 
of this offence allegedly failed to swallow the Eucharist – the symbol of 
Christ’s body – at the Lord’s supper, and instead removed it from their 
mouths to then misuse it for magic purposes. The Witches’ Hammer 
of 1487 had already advised that women be closely observed when 
receiving Communion and should be told to accept the host with their 
mouths open and their tongues out. According to Institoris, any other 
usage of the host constituted ‘the greatest ignominy for the Creator’.33 
Desecration of the Eucharist sealed both the pact with the Devil and 
apostasy from God, and further represented a ritual and symbolic mock-
ery of the Holy Trinity, constituting a case of lese-majesty. Host desecra-
tion qualified and optimized the pact with the Devil. Men, even male 
witches, were not considered capable of committing such crimes, for in 
the eyes of the courts the male pact with the Devil did not achieve the 
degree of perfection and irreversibility reached by the pact that women 
entered with Satan.

Another area of witchcraft accusations in which different gender 
concepts are conspicuous is that of intercourse with the Devil. Based 
on the fundamental assumption that the confessions of the accused in 
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the trials largely mirrored the ideas and fantasies of their inquisitors, 
it is obvious why women admitted to the sexual components of the 
Devil’s pact. 58 per cent of the female suspects admitted having had 
intercourse with the Devil one or more times.34 Only 11 per cent of 
men, however, admitted to this crime in the course of their trials; they 
admitted to pacting with the Devil and could thus be exposed as male 
witches, but they were far less frequently coerced into confessing to 
intercourse with the Devil.

An analysis of trials in which denunciations were made shows that 
when the initially accused men and women named potential accom-
plices (both male and female), the courts filtered this information and 
only followed up certain leads. When, in 1577, Anneke Rehben was 
told in a witch trial in eastern Holstein to give the name of her teacher 
(whereby the judge specifically used the feminine form’Lehrmeisterin’), 
she named a man. The manor court, presided over by the lord of 
the manor, however, ignored her denunciation, and convicted four 
 women.35 In 1593, Lene Stubbeke from the town of Rendsburg accused 
two women and a man, Claus Grewe, of being her accomplices. The 
judges summoned and questioned Grewe, but he insisted on his inno-
cence. The case against him was dropped; the two women, however, 
were arrested and burnt the same month.36 Anneke Pape from the vil-
lage of Herzhorn in the Elbmarsch district was repeatedly accused of 
witchcraft and finally admitted having attended the witches’ dance on 
the Brocken mountain. She maintained that she had flown with a group 
of people across the River Elbe on wings. She went on to name four men 
and four women as her accomplices, thus incriminating an equal num-
ber of  people of either sex in this crime. She was even able to name the 
respective succubi and incubi present on the Blocksberg for this group 
of people and to describe the different types of maleficium they had 
performed or planned. The county court, however, quashed the evi-
dence pointing to the men and confronted the accused with two of the 
women she had denounced; the three women were then  executed.37 In a 
further case in 1618, Telse Maß, a widow from Meldorf in Dithmarschen 
admitted to the offences of which she was accused, saying she had com-
mitted them together with one man and one other woman. Whereas 
there is no mention in the sources of the man being persecuted, the 
execution of the two women is on record.38 In 1619, a woman, whose 
name is not given, was arrested in Rendsburg and denounced several 
‘socios’, that is male accomplices (the term ‘socias’ in the feminine 
was not used). The Law Faculty at the University of Rostock, having 
examined the records, advised the court to close the case.39 In 1622 the 
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Rendsburg town council indicted Anke Holings and her two children. 
Although mother and daughter were arrested, there is no further men-
tion of the son as the case progresses. Nor does his name appear in the 
verdict passed by the jurists in Rostock one year after the commence-
ment of the trial. The local court pressed the charges against the two 
women, but this time the legal expertise provided by the University 
of Rostock intervened in favour of members of the female sex, thus 
restricting the persecuting zeal of the lower judicial organs.40

This tendency to exclude men from further charges after denunciation 
in a witchcraft trial was particularly marked in the  mid-17th  century 
persecution practice of the monastery of Preetz. The sources provide 
more detail here for the monastic court recorded a large number of 
names obtained from the accused under torture. The accused Silke 
Mundes, for example, described in 1643, in one of few such cases in 
Holstein, precise details of the witches’ Sabbat, admitted to being 
a member of a ‘Rotte’, a company or sub-division of the witches’ 
sect, which, she said, consisted of seven persons, including her own 
mother, ‘Erneke Lampe, a drummer, his wife Anneke Lampen ... Hans 
Lage and his wife Wolber ...’.41 Only two women were condemned to 
death. In a later trial the accused Elsche Vollbiers was forced to pro-
vide the court with the longest list of denunciations hitherto found 
in research of this region; the list comprised 4 men and 22 women. 
A named female cowherd was executed, but no action taken to arrest 
the alleged men.42

In Gremsmühlen in eastern Holstein a woman named Anna Krüger 
was accused of witchcraft in 1650. After being subjected to torture she 
described the nocturnal gathering as resembling a peasants’ feast with 
fried chicken, boiled pike, and cheese, followed by dancing. One of the 
attendees she named was a man, who was consequently questioned by 
the court, but denied the charges made against him. After a confron-
tation in court with Anna Krüger, the accused, Hinrich Wöben, finally 
admitted to intercourse with the Devil. In the terms of learned demon-
ology, this presumed a prior pact with the Devil. Wöben, however, 
refused to admit to having practised maleficium. There is no further 
information available as to his fate, but it is certain that Anna Krüger, 
the primary accused, was burnt in 1650.43 The trial in 1667 of Gretje 
Offen, a woman from the Stormarn region took a similar course; this 
woman described a man from the vicinity of her village as her master, a 
grave accusation. This man, Heinrich Wicht, she said, had procured her 
contact with the Devil,44 so that she was then able to enter into the pact 
necessary for the practice of witchcraft. The court condemned Gretje 
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Offen to death by burning; it is not known what happened to the man, 
but it is possible that he died early on in the trial.45

Finally, in 1689 when a woman on an estate in the Duchy of Saxony-
Lauenburg denounced several men and women as witches, the author-
ities took the matter in hand and completely forbade any further 
denunciations. The court councillors at Lauenburg proclaimed that the 
following was to be read from the pulpit of every church in the land:

In the name of his Highness, his Eminence, our gracious prince and 
master, each and every inhabitant and subject of this duchy, whoever 
he may be, will be subject to a fine or corporal punishment should 
he, either now or at any later time, lend any belief to, or allude to the 
accusations made by the woman who has been flogged. Heed these 
words if you wish to avoid the afore-mentioned punishment ...46

This was an indication that the era of the witch persecutions in 
Holstein was coming to an end. The same year, 1689, saw the last classic 
witch trial to end in an execution. The authorities no longer accepted 
denunciations, and most certainly not denunciations of men.

The selection process, in which the courts excluded certain groups 
of people, can also be observed in witchcraft trials in which men were 
involved but were not officially charged by the court. When, in 1603, 
a woman called Mettke Jarr was accused of pyromagic, infanticide and 
intercourse with her stepfather and eventually also confessed to inter-
course with the Devil, the court pronounced her and one other woman 
guilty of proven witchcraft, and condemned them both to death. The 
stepfather, however, was not interrogated because of any magic he might 
have worked, although this would have been the obvious accusation 
given his close relationship to the accused, but was charged with devi-
ating from sexual norms. He was executed – not for witchcraft but for 
fornication.47 In a similar case in the county of Pinneberg a few years 
earlier, in 1599, the alleged witch Sielke Reder denounced five other 
women as guilty of witchcraft, and her husband whom she accused of 
a property offence. The judges appeared to think her statements suffi-
cient and did not press any sorcery charges against the husband, despite 
his close relationship to the accused. They did, however, act on the 
denunciations of the women, with the result that eight years later they 
were all dead – executed by burning.48

The Lutheran magistrates, the town councillors, the provosts in the 
monasteries and the lords of the manor, whose position became increas-
ingly important in the course of the witch persecutions, employed a 
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gender-specific selection procedure in the trials. The pivot of their atten-
tion was the Protestant female witch stereotype. Without doubt, there 
were more men denounced under torture than were later convicted.

In the section on popular culture it was shown that this culture had 
no regular stereotypes and that the connection between gender and 
witchcraft was considerably less pronounced than in elite culture. In 
the slander trials almost a third of those accused of sorcery and witchcraft 
were men, in the witch trials only one tenth were men.

This gender-specific selection procedure is expressed plainly in the 
call made in 1587 by Samuel Meiger, a parson from a village in Holstein. 
In the Low German vernacular he appealed to the authorities to take a 
stronger stance, ‘... that the authorities may pass the correct judgements 
on the activities of the sorceresses and not show any outdated mercy 
toward them’.49 In this appeal, Meiger excluded the possibility of any 
connection between witchcraft and the male sex; there was no doubt 
in his mind that there was an affinity between magic aggression and 
women.

Primary male witches

What, then, was the personal and social profile of those men who were 
not filtered out in this selective process prior to and during the trials, 
and ended up actually being accused as male witches?

Two groups can be distinguished here: the ‘primary’ and the 
 ‘secondary’ male witches. The former were charged at the beginning of 
a trial series or in an individual trial, whereas the latter were the victims 
of a denunciation in a current trial and were drawn into the process as 
a result. This distinction can be made for Holstein, but not for other ter-
ritories. In the serial trials which took place, for example, in Bamberg 
and Würzburg it is not possible to identify an initial trial or, thus, the 
‘primary witch’ or ‘primary male witch’ who triggered off the chain of 
prosecutions.

As only a small number of men were indicted as male witches in 
Holstein and Saxony-Lauenburg it is possible to look more closely at the 
persecution of individuals.

When, in 1544, the daughter of a parson in Travemünde fell ill and 
died shortly afterwards, Lübeck’s town council had two women arrested 
who were suspected of having used magic to bring about her death. But 
even under the agony of torture, the two women refused to confess, 
and, in accordance with the laws of the Carolina, they were released. 
The attention then turned to one Cornelius van Dorne, the man who 
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had originally aroused suspicion of the two women. Possibly under 
commission from someone else, though this is not certain, van Dorne 
had used his magic crystal ball – a device for detecting otherwise hid-
den associations – to reveal the illness of the parson’s daughter as result-
ing from magic aggression. The council ordered van Dorne’s arrest and, 
after questioning, he admitted to using magic and so having violated 
the first of the Ten Commandments; he was released on an oath to 
refrain from vengeance.50

People such as van Dorne were to be found frequently in 16th  century 
Holstein. A few years after this case, an executioner beheaded a ‘Toverer 
mit einer Cristallen’, a diviner or soothsayer with a (magic) glass ball 
which he used as a horoscope. He had been tampering with his firearm 
and had shot a woman by mistake. The town councillors of Oldenburg 
condemned this man, Melchior von Wurtzenberg (possibly an imagin-
ary name) to be beheaded, the usual penalty for manslaughter. The 
records of the town scribe, however, indicate that manslaughter was not 
the verdict: the council had granted him a reprieve of his original sen-
tence, allowing him an honourable execution by the sword, although 
the verdict of burning at the stake had been passed on the grounds of 
his supposed magic activities.51

In 1558, two mariners, Hans Schomaker and Hans Steneke also made 
an oath to refrain from vengeance. They were ‘suspected of the dire 
crime of magic’ because they ‘tried to use many profane and unnat-
ural means’.52 The council had them both arrested, and tried unsuccess-
fully to press charges. They were unable to prove that harm had been 
caused – indeed this may well not even have been the mariners’ inten-
tion. The two mariners had obviously hoped to ward off the threat of 
danger by pronouncing a magic blessing or incantation. In the light of 
their jobs, it is quite feasible that they might have performed such a rit-
ual to prevent a storm at sea. The council released both men after they 
had sworn an oath recognizing their arrest as legitimate. These trials 
demonstrate the reactions of people in Lübeck to such occurrences: per-
son and problem were banished, disposed of to the outside world. This 
pattern did not change in the ensuing years of the witch persecutions; 
Lübeck remained a town with few persecutions. In cases of widespread 
suspicion, the council simply banished the accused from the city after 
they had been obliged to swear an oath to refrain from vengeance sub-
sequent to their release.

In 1588 a Claus Martensen was denounced as an accomplice by sev-
eral women in the monastic district of Preetz. Under torture he con-
fessed to the crimes of which he was accused. Among other things, he 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


The Persecution of Male Witches in Holstein 191

admitted flying to the Blocksberg mountain ‘on a beer barrel’.53 At this 
point, the provost of the monastery intervened in the trial with the 
assistance of the Protestant jurists from the Law Faculty in Rostock and 
began, in contrast to the trials of the two women, to discuss the role 
torture had played in Martensen’s confession. The provost spoke per-
suasively to Martensen, now already condemned as a male witch, and 
the following is written in the court records:

After the verdict had been pronounced, he professed when pressed 
hard by Provost Diederich Blome that he had only contrived every-
thing under the pain of the torture or had repeated what had been 
said to him. This statement induced the provost to take the case to the 
Law Faculty at Rostock. They then decided that he was to be released 
from custody under oath to refrain from vengeance – although the 
farmers had convicted him.54

Some years later, in 1612 and in Mölln, a town on Lübeck’s territory, 
Gorries Egge, a self-confessed witch-doctor, speaker of healing blessings 
and incantations (Segner), and invoker of evil spirits (Böter) described 
himself as the pupil of a woman burnt for witchcraft and of her son. 
This time the authorities in Lübeck no longer dispensed with this prob-
lem in a brief inquiry followed by a release; instead they initiated a true 
inquisition trial. As the main incriminating witness, Egge had made 
a statement against a woman charged with witchcraft and as a result 
became a suspect himself. The Lübeck council dropped the charge 
against the woman when it became known that another inhabitant of 
Mölln had encouraged Egge to make his statement, indeed had even 
paid him to do so. Egge was subjected to a public whipping and then 
banished from the town.

Witch-doctors who denounced other people – primarily women – as 
witches often found themselves at the start of a long chain of trials.
As the Egge case shows, the magical expert became a witch, himself 
banned from his homeland. Here, no mass trial ensued since such a 
development was prevented by Lübeck’s policy of banishing workers of 
magic from its territory.55

Lübeck continued to pursue this policy in the 17th century, although 
not always consistently, as the following case from 1645 shows. Hans 
Broeker, known as the ‘Böter’, the man who invoked evil spirits as a 
means of healing, had fled from the estate of his lord to Lübeck where 
he had publicly offered his services as a worker of protective or sup-
portive magic. Not surprisingly, he was suspected of magic himself, but 
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when questioned by the officials of the town, his replies were obvi-
ously not quite what they had expected. The two mayors ordered his 
arrest and closed the case traditionally by having him swear the oath 
to refrain from vengeance56 and banishing him from Lübeck, without a 
formal witch trial ever being held.

In 1604, the Lübeck Cathedral Chapter made a decision to pass a 
death sentence. In the cathedral’s marriage register, there is the follow-
ing succinct entry: ‘a “houseman”, a male witch has been burnt’.57 In the 
towns, the term ‘houseman’ was used to describe either a male house 
servant or a tower look-out, a public servant who had to warn of any 
fires they might see from their look-out posts in the town’s towers.58 
The tower look-outs were classified as belonging to a dishonourable 
trade and, despite an imperial law passed in 1578, were not organized 
in guilds. They were generally considered ‘disreputable’.59 as we are told 
by the first German universal encyclopaedia of 1743. It is not possible 
to tell, however, whether this particular condemned male witch was a 
servant of a Lübeck citizen or one of those who belonged to the uninte-
grated and reputedly disreputable section of society.

Another trial of a male witch ended in the death sentence. In 1613, 
according to a communication composed by a notary after the event, 
there arose in Trenthorst, an estate near Lübeck, ‘a dreadful uproar 
against Laurens Nuppenow ... that he had made superstitious proph-
ecies, cast magic spells and invoked evil spirits for the peasants, though 
all this was strictly forbidden by imperial law’. When the accused actu-
ally admitted this to the parson after listening to his ‘grim sermons 
on repentance’, Joachim Wettken, the gentleman owner of the estate, 
intervened and opened a formal witchcraft trial.60 He had Nuppenow 
arrested and questioned again until he admitted to practising as a so-
called ‘Wicker’, a cunning man, and also denounced six local women 
for similar offences. When confronted with Nuppenow before the 
court, they disputed his claims. Wettken applied torture, whereupon 
Nuppenow confessed that he had ‘encountered the Devil in person in 
the shape of a comely man in black and holding a red apple in his hand. 
He told him that he would teach him a better art so that he would fare 
better.’61 This testimony of Nuppenow’s espoused the Biblical image of 
the apple and Eve’s seduction. In his case, however, it was a man and a 
diviner who the Devil won over with the Biblical fruit – an indication 
that some persecutors at least considered certain members of the male 
sex unable to resist the seductive powers of the Devil. In agreeing to 
this offer of the Devil’s, Nuppenow admitted having made a pact with 
evil and was thus a proven male witch. However, this confession also 
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shows that he considered his work as a diviner, portrayed here as an art 
of lesser importance, to be a harmless offence unconnected with the 
Devil. In his dual role as lord of the manor and judge, Wettken used 
the 40-question strong catalogue to try and find further evidence of 
magic practices. Laurentz Nuppenow admitted to having had sexual 
intercourse with a woman who had been burnt some time previously 
as a witch, and also with a cow, and thus to sodomy. He also admit-
ted practising extensive maleficium, admitting attempted murder – or 
the causing of sickness by magical means – of Thomas Wetken’s wife, 
other local landlords and even of the magistrate of the nearby district 
of Trittau.

Having confessed to responsibility for the death of cows, hens and 
horses he finally also admitted to attending the witches’ Sabbat. A jurist 
present at the trial noted:

And then they gathered at their Blocksberg near Schlamersdorf 
(a nearby village) and at this place he, Nuppenow, had intercourse 
with the Devil and pledged himself to him. He vowed to renounce 
the name of God and no longer be faithful to Him. While form-
ing this alliance they had drunk pure wine and handed each other 
the glasses over their shoulders.... At this alliance the following were 
present: Annette Gottkers of Poggensee, she who had first proposed 
that he should become acquainted with these devilish arts; also 
Anneke Hagemans of Poggensee whose mother had been burnt six 
or seven years previously; then he declared that Cathrine Wollnus 
of Siebenbäumen, old Wybcke from Reinfelde, old Lene Spirings 
and old Kohlersche of Bockfelde had held their Blocksbergs in the 
Schuckenburg Heath (wasteland near the estate R.S.).62

Three of the women he named were subsequently arrested, and con-
fessed under torture to having committed these offences together. In 
their confessions they repeat – sometimes word for word – the state-
ments made by Nuppenow, which would imply that the confessions 
were extorted from them under torture. The landlord even wrenched a 
confession out of one of the accused, at one time Nuppenow’s employer, 
to the effect that she had acted as his teacher. Another woman admitted 
to destructive practices as a werewolf. On the basis of these confessions, 
the three women and Nuppenow himself were burnt at the stake.63 
This trial differed from many others in that here the focus was on a 
male witch who, through his extorted confession, had incriminated the 
women who were subsequently accused of the same offence. According 
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to the information he himself gave, Nuppenow had been the servant of 
an artisan in Kiel and later of a widow on a farm near Trenthorst, and as 
such he belonged to the lowest strata of early modern society.

In another case which took place in Rendsburg in 1613 a man was 
also accused and sentenced to death. One Heinrich Plön was accused 
of pyromagic and it was reported in a chronicle ‘... that he caused a fire 
larger than had been heard of for a long time’.64 The town’s council had 
him executed.

When, in 1620, a court in Preetz accused a man by the name of 
Klaus Klindt of witchcraft and sentenced him to torture, the monastery 
authorities came to his aid. The provost refused to accept the decision of 
the court and appealed to the jurists in Rostock. The latter were unable 
to find sufficient evidence for a charge and, as the higher court, ordered 
this alleged male witch to be released,65 an intervention and decision 
which was not seen in comparable trials of women.66

In 1635, Jochim Emecke, cowherd of the town of Plön was suspected 
of witchcraft. He had for a long time been known locally as a healer, 
and had often been asked for help when both people and livestock fell 
ill.67 The herdsman was not a member of the indigenous population, 
had worked as a servant in other places and had attracted attention in 
Plön principally because he had challenged the omnipotence of God. 
Other than healing, he had also been known as a ‘witch finder’. In this 
role, in the spring of 1635 he ascribed a livestock epidemic to magic 
aggression and accused a woman by the name of Engel Wulf, of whom 
he had long been suspicious, of having caused it. Before the court, a wit-
ness reported the following conversation which had taken place after 
his cow had become ill and Emecke had been called:

‘As for his wife’, the witness says, ‘the cowherd told her there were 
many evil people in the world and had she anything to do with 
them? She replied she hoped not and knew not that she had any-
thing to do with such a person. The cowherd then asked if the cow 
had approached anyone. She answered that the cow had moved onto 
the canvas that was spread on the ground and seemed comfortable. 
The cowherd asked who the canvas belonged to and she answered 
that it was Wulf’s, whereupon he replied immediately that he now 
had enough.’68

In this conversation the cowherd had clearly found the evidence he 
was seeking as a ‘witch-finder’; he interpreted the cow’s behaviour as 
indirectly pointing to the person responsible for the animal’s illness. In 
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the course of his examinations of sicknesses he had repeatedly alluded 
to the magic works of Engel Wulf.69 This time he expressed his suspi-
cions in public and the authorities in Plön felt obliged to react, albeit 
cautiously. Both the accused and the accuser were subjected to the 
ducking test. When this turned out positive for them both, the town 
council decided to employ torture and interrogation. Wulf admitted 
to maleficium and the Devil’s pact it involved, Emecke only ‘Wicken’ 
and ‘Böten’, divining and invoking evil spirits to heal the sicknesses 
they had caused. During the trial he also gave a more precise descrip-
tion of his previous deeds: he had healed a potter by the magic ritual 
of cutting his fingernails during the night and throwing them into a 
river. Emecke also admitted, however, having disputed God’s rule over 
the world. He attempted to play down his statement and deny that it 
was meant seriously: ‘A person who can work magic sends out his spirit. 
That God no longer rules the world, that was just something he had said 
without meaning it.’70

This can only be understood in the context of the cowherd’s life and 
work. He did not interpret circumstances in a theological sense; to dis-
cuss the omnipotence of God and the function of the Devil was alien 
to him. On the contrary, he as a witch-finder interpreted events and 
damage from the perspective of popular magic. As nature was endowed 
with countless spirits which could also cause harm and which worked 
on behalf of supposed witches, a balance in the form of protective coun-
termagic had to be created. He obviously considered that part of dispel-
ling any evil magic included tracking down the supposed cause of the 
evil spell, as well as the banishing of any magical aggresion itself. It was 
for this reason that he collected evidence against Wulf, who tried fran-
tically to defend herself. The witch-finder, then, saw himself in the role 
of an investigator working to assist the indecisive authorities. In popu-
lar culture he worked as a ‘witch-doctor’. It is not difficult to interpret 
his actions as forms of analogical magic; for example, in removing the 
fingernail clippings, seen as parts of the entity body, he was attempting 
to cause the illness itself to disappear. In this function, Emecke was a 
healer. In cases where the illness was interpreted as the result of a spell, 
the witch-banner became a witch-finder. Doubtless, he also played the 
role of a private witch-hunter, denounced fellow human beings, in this 
case, a woman, and because of his accusations and the magic pro cedures 
he employed in his investigations, himself fell under suspicion.

Wulf and Emecke were executed after the trial, which lasted less 
than a week and a half. The woman was burnt as a witch and the man, 
who had not admitted to maleficium, was beheaded for blasphemy 
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stemming from his divining and the other magic rituals he employed, 
in which he had abused the name of God. In the verdict, the Plön town 
councillors quoted Article 106 of the Caroline Code, although this art-
icle allowed the judges to use their discretion as to whether the death 
penalty should be imposed or not. The court, however, adhered to the 
death penalty, although they did not equate divining and witch ban-
ning with witchcraft – beheading, unlike death by burning to which 
Wulf was subjected, was considered an honourable punishment.

In the summer of 1652, Claus Wegner, a subject of the duke, com-
plained of the death of his horses, naming a smith, Peter Goldbeck of 
Tremsbüttel, as the possible cause. He had asked him to help heal one 
horse, but by late summer an epidemic had spread through the region.71 
An official who had for many years suspected Goldbeck of working 
harmful magic, but had until this occurrence had no tangible reason 
to indict him,72 saw in this denunciation a reason to attack. Goldbeck, 
who was 36 years old and had moved to the district 20 years previously, 
was arrested and interrogated. Other witnesses further incriminated 
him as using magic incantations and invoking evil spirits as a means 
of healing. He denied any guilt and declared, ‘he had only given his 
horses a potion to drink which could be obtained from the apothecary’, 
obviously trying to describe the resources he had used as natural medi-
cations available to anyone. The local magistrate decided to use torture, 
and the smith confessed that he had given his own livestock a magic 
blessing and communicated with the Devil such that he had ‘surren-
dered to him’. In the minds of his persecutors this revealed him to be a 
male witch. Goldbeck denounced nobody, and was not asked to do so; 
the trial was not extended to include other people. The duke’s council-
lors in Gottorf commuted the sentence of burning to one of beheading. 
In so doing, they supported the proposal of the official in Tremsbüttel 
who favoured this coup de grace because Goldbeck ‘has several well-
behaved children’.73

In 1654 Marcus Schneekloth was denounced by ‘all the inhabitants’74 
and subsequently arrested for alleged witchcraft in Stakendorf, a village 
belonging to the monastery of Preetz. Schneekloth was an old man75 
and stated that he had ‘not learnt a trade’. In the source material he 
appears as a broken, almost weak-minded character. He soon confessed 
under interrogation to the crimes of which he was accused. Whether 
or not torture was employed cannot be discerned from the brief trial 
record, although the presence of an executioner would indicate that 
he had been subjected to such agonies. Schneekloth admitted to male-
ficium, saying that he had killed cows and foals in his neighbourhood 
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Illustration 7.1 Record of the torture of a male witch: the blacksmith Peter 
Goldbeck from Holstein confesses here to practising professional counter-magic 
to heal horses, and to having made a pact with the Devil (Records of 1652, 
Landesarchiv Schleswig-Holstein 7/1758)
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and in the village. As considered typical of male magic aggression in 
Holstein, horses were his primary target. In the court’s view he had 
either killed them or cast a spell on them to make them kick out in 
aggression. At the end of the trial the old man was in a state of mental 
turmoil. He begged to be put to death for ‘he could not be saved before 
his death was ordered’.76 He named his dead mother as his teacher; 
she had, he said, procured him a devil, a servant, to help him survive. 
He gave the devil’s name as ‘Quadfas’ and this Quadfas, he said, had 
demanded a permanent alliance with the realm of evil in the form of 
a baptism bond. The name ‘Quadfas’ is derived from the Middle High 
German ‘Qu[a]ad’, i.e. ‘bad’ or ‘evil’ and ‘fas’, i.e. he or she speaks,77 and 
Schneekloth thus denoted the Devil as someone who spreads evil. Since 
he had confessed to working maleficium on horses, Schneekloth was 
condemned to death and executed. As in the Goldbeck case, no further 
accomplices were named, although this time other trials – of women78 – 
did follow in the same district a month later, so that Schneekloth’s trial 
must be seen as one of a wave of trials in the Preetz district.

In 1668 there was again a trial involving herdsmen. Marx Dankers 
and Klaus Grundt from the vicinity of Segeberg were brought before the 
court as alleged male witches. Dankers accused his colleague Grundt of 
being the initiator of their common pact with the Devil:

Whereupon in the first night a spirit had come to him in the form 
of a woman and by the name of Earl Wolmer who promised to help 
them. They had conspired with this spirit and had intercourse for 
four years. In this time they had caused great harm to horses, pigs 
and cows using black seed and black grease which they had been 
given by the Devil.79

With this testimony he confessed to sealing a pact with the Devil, to 
intercourse with the Devil and to the resultant maleficium. His confes-
sion was also a severe incrimination of his colleague Grundt. After his 
arrest, the latter confessed to the same offences and to having slept not 
only with the succubus but also with his cattle ‘driven on by his demon’, 
thus also admitting sodomy, a crime punishable by death. His neigh-
bour’s daughter alleged that she had witnessed this crime.80 Grundt’s 
reasons for agreeing to this satanic bond were that his livestock were 
always escaping and the Devil had promised to use his supernatural 
powers to prevent such catastrophes. Unlike other witchcraft cases, 
however, the herdsman was not the master of this relationship: he was 
delivered up to the fangs of evil and completely at the mercy of the 
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Devil, for ‘had he also seduced Marx Dankers, this would also have been 
against his will, all the more so as the Devil pretty much compelled him 
to do it’.81 Both men confessed to attending the Sabbat, and denounced 
their own wives, Grundt also his 14-year-old daughter. Grundt himself 
died while under arrest; Grundt’s wife and Marx Danckers and his wife 
were executed, while Grundt’s daughter was placed in the care of the 
church and threatened with burning should she repeat the offence.

It was quite a different type of maleficium of which the monas-
tic court in Preetz accused the 40-year-old shoemaker and widower 
Andreas Brehmer in 1681. Shoemakers were occasionally ostracized, 
were thought of as infamous and having a bad reputation.82 A woman 
accused Brehmer of ‘having fastened a lock at her wedding’ so that 
intercourse caused her such great pain that it was impossible for her 
husband to ‘have carnal knowledge of her’.83 The responsible public 
prosecutor opened an official investigation of this denunciation, found 
several witnesses and ordered a physical examination of the complain-
ant, Magdalena König. The three women who conducted the examin-
ation found her to be ‘in the same condition as any other woman of 
her years’, i.e. she seemed to have no physical abnormalities. This was 
sufficient evidence for the court to decide to interrogate Brehmer to 
determine whether he had worked harmful love magic. He did indeed 
admit to having brought a lock with him to the wedding ceremony, but 
denied maleficium. The love magic the court assumed to have taken 
place belonged in the category of analogue rituals; a ritual was assumed 
by its similarity to a counterpart to be able to cause a certain occurrence 
or event. In this case, it was based on the idea that at the moment of 
marriage a knot was tied to make the bridegroom impotent or, in the 
analogies of magic thinking, to close the vagina and thus prevent fur-
ther sexual intercourse. This love magic only worked fully if the lock 
was made permanently inaccessible and, for example, thrown into the 
water. In Brehmer’s case the court sent the files to the Law Faculty at 
the University of Kiel, which had been established in 1665, asking for 
an expert opinion. The jurists in Kiel decided in favour of allowing the 
use of torture to determine the truth of the matter, and Brehmer was 
subjected to third degree torture by means of some of the most hor-
rific instruments: the executioner used thumbscrews, a Spanish boot 
and finally the rack on which the victim’s body was pulled asunder.84 
Brehmer still did not confess. At this point in the trial, a defence lawyer 
commissioned by Brehmer, presented an expertise written by two doc-
tors in Kiel who certified that from a medical point of view a ‘redress 
by natural means was possible’85 in this case, and thus a reversal of the 
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evil seemed feasible. The court in Preetz condemned the shoemaker 
although he had not confessed, but mitigated the sentence as he had 
not worked the magic to the full: it had, of course, not been possible to 
prove that he had disposed of the lock and thus the power of the male-
ficium only reached half its potential, that is, it was reversible. Brehmer 
had to swear an oath to refrain from vengeance, was publicly whipped 
and banished from the country.86

Brehmer’s trial shows that the practice of love magic was not consid-
ered an exclusively female activity. It did, however, require extraordin-
ary magic skills, and in all other witchcraft trials in which it played a 
role was specified by witnesses to have been practised by professional 
cunning men.87 This would indicate that Brehmer either worked as a 
cunning man or was reputed to do so.

Joachim Krohn, an 88-year-old man who lived alone, was denounced 
as a magical expert. The ecclesiastical court at Lauenburg, a court which 
was empowered to order a secular court to prosecute, took up the case. 
In the course of these investigations, however, Krohn produced letters 
in which the witnesses for the prosecution retracted their statements. 
Krohn admitted being able to heal, but, he argued, he had only used nat-
ural means and occasionally phrases from Christian prayers. The more 
specific description of his arts, however, showed that in a sick case, for 
example, he worked with rituals which his contemporaries could not 
sanctify as Christian. The pastor investigating the case noted down 
without further comment the following healing ritual used by Krohn:

Magnus Zimmermann’s servant also came to him with a burning 
belly, as he called it. He first advised him to have a drink of some 
water in which someone had drowned. Then he was to collect his 
urine in a jug and to pour a little of it over a sword, axe, hatchet 
etc. into a fire and wait for it to burn. The rest he was to spoon over 
the roof ...88

Yet even this disclosure of healing procedures, in which it is easy 
to recognize the analogue notion of countermagic was not to Krohn’s 
detriment.89 In 1681, after this report had been made, the Protestant 
consistory closed the case. Now, at the end of the 17th century and in 
the perception of this court, divining and witchcraft began to be seen 
again as two separate issues.

In the trial of the cowherd Peter Steffens in Ratzeburg in 1689, how-
ever, this view was not yet apparent. In addition to practising as a cun-
ning man, he admitted to the Devil’s pact and intercourse with the 
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Devil and, in the last classic witchcraft trial in the region, was conse-
quently sentenced to death and executed.90

The scepticism which was emerging at the end of the 17th century 
by no means implied that the entire witch paradigm suffered a rad-
ical loss of plausibility. Indeed, into the early 18th century it contin-
ued to be applied in Holstein to a specific male profession: to soldiers. 
In Glückstadt in 1714 the 18-year-old soldier and sailor Johann Nagel 
made a treaty with the Devil which he wrote with his own blood and in 
which he described Satan as ‘Brother Devil’. Nagel’s commitment to the 
Devil did not long remain a secret, and once discovered he was placed 
under arrest. He justified his Devil’s pact with the harsh treatment 
and beatings he suffered in the Danish army. After an extensive trial, 
the officer responsible decided not to plead for a witchcraft trial to be 
opened; instead he gave the young soldier over to the Protestant pastor 
in Glückstadt because, he argued, Nagel was not known as a blasphemer 
and thus this was not a severe case or offence.91 The witchcraft pattern 
had here already been reduced to a combination of a Devil’s pact with 
magic aimed at securing personal gain and no longer with maleficium, 
and for this reason it was not difficult for the Danish officer to reject the 
idea of convening a witchcraft trial.

In 1721 Johann von Acken formed a pact with the Devil, so that 
the latter would procure him a discharge from the army which his 
father had forced him to join because of his insubordinate behav-
iour. A military court charged the 17-year-old soldier with forming 
a Devil’s pact and sentenced him to run the gauntlet 24 times. Such 
sentences could result in death and were on a par with executions. 
The responsible pastor eventually begged ‘Christ with all his heart to 
accept this lost sheep’. The judge certainly took these words to heart 
and the accused was sentenced to a typical disciplinary measure; this 
shows that by this time it was of far greater consequence and merit 
to win sinners back to the Christian fold than it had been during the 
period of the classic witch-hunts.92 The same soldier appears, how-
ever, to have formed another pact with the Devil. A chronicle of the 
year 1724 written by an anonymous citizen of Rendsburg reports of a 
new Devil’s pact in the Rendsburg garrison. This was also discovered 
and it is possible, though not certain, that the military court found 
the young soldier from Rostock guilty of a repeat offence and thus 
sentenced him to death under martial law. After he had been publicly 
beheaded and the pact burnt for all to see, the town preacher was 
obliged by royal order to hold a cautionary sermon pointing out the 
soldier’s sinfulness.93
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By the time of these trials, the persecution of witches, or rather of 
male witches, and the crime of witchcraft were no longer taken in the 
administration of justice to be an offence liable to public prosecution; 
persecution now only occurred in certain areas of society and under 
special conditions. The source cited above refers specifically to the court 
martial. The soldiers’ pacts with the Devil may be interpreted as a reac-
tion to a disciplinary offensive in absolutist armies which were known 
not to be fully operative due to the large number of desertions. It was in 
this context that, in the middle of the Great Northern War, plans had 
been implemented to reorganize the Danish army through the deploy-
ment of new units and large-scale campaigns in Mecklenburg to attract 
men to join up.

Herdsmen, blacksmiths and even a pirate

The core group of primary male witches in Holstein’s early modern soci-
ety was to be found among the cunning folk. These people practised a 
wide spectrum of magically connotated incantations, astrology and also 
herbal medicine for the benefit of their customers.94 This was not their 
main occupation however; they practised their healing arts as a second-
ary profession or trade. The fact that they were persecuted has to do 
with the fading of the distinction between ‘divining’ and ‘witchcraft’, a 
distinction which was no longer accepted by Holstein authorities in the 
17th century. After tolerating them for many years, both secular and 
non-secular authorities began in the 16th century to lay down punish-
ments for the widespread practice of offering help or personal advan-
tage by means of incantations or rituals. As early modern demonology 
gained in acceptance, the tarnish of the Devil’s pact cast its shadow over 
popular practices. In the opinion of the Holstein authorities, the wide 
spectrum of magic practices bore the characteristics of witchcraft, and 
witchcraft was inextricably bound up with the renunciation of God and 
with a subversive aggression which targeted the Christian community.

Numerous herdsmen counted among these magic folk; as early as the 
11th century, Burchard of Worms had associated herdsmen with the art 
of magic and ascribed the practice of healing magic and incantations 
to them. He also castigated their clientele, evidence that the supposed 
skills of these herdsmen found wide recognition and custom.

The trade of the herdsman was one of the lowest that early mod-
ern society had to offer in terms of work, remuneration and esteem. 
Since the 14th century the trades of herdsman, executioner, grave dig-
ger, knacker and miller had been considered dishonourable; they were 
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socially marginalized, refused the rights of citizenship and excluded 
from the guilds. Villagers and townspeople alike avoided these people 
and – in the cases where they were given permission to marry – their 
families. Frequently, the only social contacts available to them were 
their colleagues out in the pastures beyond the settlements. Such dis-
crimination did not originate with the authorities; indeed, attempts 
were even made to counter such non-integration, as evidenced by expli-
cit imperial laws passed in 1548 and again in 1577. The fact that the 
decrees were repeated shows that the attempt at a formal reintegration 
of these groups met with resistance, the stigma attached to these profes-
sions being so firmly and deeply anchored in the minds of the popula-
tion. The children of herdsmen were excluded from guilds as late as the 
mid-18th century so that it remained impossible for them to follow any 
other than the profession of their fathers or grandfathers.95 It was not 
only the loss of honour, which also entailed the loss of companionship, 
but also the permanent threat to their material existence incurred by 
the seasonal nature of their work which forced herdsmen into a pos-
ition on the edge of society.96

Yet, villagers in particular often sought contact with herdsmen on 
a certain level. Through their permanent dealings with animals, their 
lives and work close to nature, families built up rich knowledge of 
weather and medicinal and healing practices which was passed down 
through the generations; what is more, the services of the herdsmen 
were to be had cheaply – thanks to their status as a group not integrated 
into the estates of early modern society. In 1735 the first ‘Universal 
Encyclopaedia’ to appear in German wrote that herdsmen ‘are said to 
know a good deal about the treatment of sick animals’.97 Clearly, then, 
there was a connection between the perceived ability of herdsmen to 
heal humans and animals and their social position and work. Their 
help was often sought clandestinely, since to be caught as a customer 
of a despised outsider meant a loss of honour and reputation. In this 
sense, those seeking help were equally as averse to the herdsmen as they 
were hopeful of the efficacy of their skills. The contradictory nature of 
the herdsmen’s position – socially and morally they were outsiders, but 
as healers they were useful and commanded a certain respect – meant 
that they were generally treated with a mixture of disgust and awe.98 
Considering the healing work they practised as well as their relative 
mobility, the lack of social control arising from the solitariness of their 
work and their near-exclusion from the communication webs of the vil-
lages and towns, it is not surprising that people began to fantasize about 
the lives and skills of the herdsmen. Successful healing cases and the 
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herdsmen’s singular means of existence became pervaded with ideas of 
magic and exaggerated; they became uncanny figures. The rural popu-
lation had long begun to fear them because the witchcraft discourse had 
augmented their suspicion that the magic skills the herdsmen doubtless 
employed could be turned against their customers. They began to be 
accredited with a certain role, as seen in the Holstein cases: in the sense 
of a self-fulfilling prophecy, they began to accommodate this role in 
their own behaviour. In Holstein, as in other regions, herdsmen formed 
a specific target group in witchcraft charges99 and the percentage of this 
profession among the males accused was disproportionately high.100

In addition to the herdsmen, the smiths also practised in a medical 
function101 and were renowned as excellent healers. In Holstein, how-
ever, their competence was considered to be strictly limited to the heal-
ing of horses. Like the herdsmen, they played the role of magic and 
countermagic specialists and ascribed sicknesses of horses to human 
magical aggression.102

A second group consisted of people who were of fixed abode but who 
belonged to marginal social groups and as such were stigmatized and 
excluded from the estates of early modern society. Some of these over-
lapped with the group of the cunning folk, their classification as ‘dis-
honourable’ being the issue they had in common.

Anyone classed as ‘dishonourable’ was socially blemished, was avoided 
to the point where people shirked physical contact with them, and on 
the whole thoroughly despised. Members of this group were denied the 
chance to fulfil the norms of social decency: they lived ‘indecently’ 
and in cases of conflict they were often suspected of dishonest motives, 
including magic.

Formal criteria can be used to describe one further group among the 
‘primary’ male witches: people who were either criminal or who were 
accused of being so, as the following case illustrates.

In 1593, a number of pirates imprisoned (and later executed) in 
Copenhagen denounced the citizen of Lübeck, Roloff Janeke, as an 
accomplice of theirs. Janeke’s task, they said, had been to win new pirates 
for the group and to pass on messages and information. It was not until 
ten years later that Lübeck’s town council considered evidence against 
him to have been substantiated, and had him arrested. Janeke, however, 
denied any connection with piracy. The authorities then accused him 
of additional offences, for he had committed ‘all manner of despicable 
and forbidden devilish arts’. He was accused of having used a special 
magic ointment to magically charge his own weapons and make them 
particularly effective; of inexplicably managing to avoid an earlier 
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arrest; of using his connections with the Devil to find hidden treas-
ures and open doors without keys to commit major thefts. Finally, he 
was accused of ‘persuading women to commit unchaste deeds’.103 The 
spectrum of offences, then, ranged from criminal offences to disregard 
of sexual norms to witchcraft crimes. Without delay, the authorities 
in Lübeck decided to employ torture; Janeke was subjected to torture 
twice, but admitted nothing. The council debated whether to apply this 
painful procedure once more, but at this point in the trial it seems that 
Janeke’s relatives intervened. Clearly they were not without fortune and 
standing, and Janeke himself was not merely an inhabitant of Lübeck 
but enjoyed the rights of a citizen of the town. The relatives demanded 
that jurists at a university be consulted for legal advice.104 The senators 
refused and applied, for reasons which can no longer be determined, 
to the Imperial Chamber Court, an institution which could be con-
sulted in the case of a breach of formal law. It is to be supposed that the 
motive behind this decision was that the councillors wanted to avoid 
being accused of breaking the law after they had ordered a prisoner 
to be tortured more than once. In March 1604, the messenger from 
the Imperial Chamber court arrived in Lübeck and handed over to the 
councillors a detailed letter acknowledging the legality of their appeal 
and the lawfulness of their procedure in the case of Janeke. As the pris-
oner had not made a confession and as he had ‘previously demonstrated 
his humility’105 the lawyers in Speyer ordered Janeke’s release, for he 
had not been proven to be a pirate or to have used magic. At the same 
time, he was sentenced to pay the costs of the trial to the amount of 
only ten Imperial thalers. Janeke was then free.

This was the only trial in the entire study area in which a person 
was suspected of the weapon magic described by the authors of the 
Hammer of Witches as a typical male crime. Janeke, the alleged pirate 
and male witch, was saved by his social status because, prompted by 
the influence of his relatives, the highest court prevented this criminal 
case from being transformed into a witchcraft trial. After the original 
charge had been placed, the court in Lübeck had obviously intended to 
do just this for they had interpreted the offences as magic actions and 
as such in contemporary thought only realizable in connection with a 
Devil’s pact.

In 1612, 70-year-old Jochim Witte, a member of the lower class, was 
abused by the district reeve as a sorcerer and thief. Witte took this 
accusation before the court in an attempt to free himself of suspicion. 
Once in court in Bergedorf (a place ruled collectively by the Hanseatic 
towns of Hamburg and Lübeck), however, the roles of complainant and 
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accused were reversed. The reeve proved that Witte had not previously 
complained about similar accusations made in the past and quoted wit-
nesses who accused Witte himself of theft or indeed reported of previous 
convictions for theft. In this way, the reeve was able to place Witte in the 
role of a petty criminal. The case for witchcraft gained in momentum, 
the court had him arrested and after hearing further witnesses who did 
no more than repeat the statements of third parties, ordered torture 
to be applied. Witte confessed after a short time to having enchanted 
animals; all in all, his torturers forced him to admit to having practised 
witchcraft on 37 cows, 20 horses, 24 pigs and 7 calves. He said he had 
killed these 88 animals by pouring ‘in the name of the Devil’ a mix-
ture of blood and water over the animals’ bodies, a magic means of 
causing their death. With this admission, he confessed to maleficium 
and the Devil’s pact, and in the course of the trial he also named three 
alleged female accomplices from nearby villages. At this point, how-
ever, the responsible authorities intervened and criticized the early use 
of torture. Witte remained under arrest, but the accused women were 
set free. When this decision became public, a large number of peasants 

Illustration 7.2 The male witch and common criminal: a leaflet from 1666 
shows a male witch signing the Devil’s pact in an open field. In his confession 
he claimed to have used witchcraft to paralyze children so that they were no 
longer able to walk and had to crawl around, and to have gone on to commit 
other crimes such as attempted manslaughter (top right) in southeast Germany. 
(In: Stadtmuseum Munich, Grafiksammlung M I/320.)

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


The Persecution of Male Witches in Holstein 207

armed with forks, pikes and pitchforks gathered and stormed the court 
building which they occupied for two days and nights. They clamoured 
for the body of Witte, who had died, a broken man, the night before, 
to be burnt, for they were convinced that he had been proven to be 
male witch. They also demanded that the women be subjected anew to 
more severe torture. The authorities in Lübeck did not, however, allow 
themselves to be misled by this riot; after the mob had withdrawn they 
acted quickly. Witte was given a Christian burial, for in the opinion of 
the council his guilt had not been proven. The alleged witches were 
also allowed to return to their villages and the rebellious peasants were 
sentenced to heavy fines. The councillors of both Hamburg and Lübeck 
adhered to their legal standpoint in Witte’s trial and showed that they 
would not accept any insurgency in their jurisdiction even if it might 
arise from suspicions of witchcraft, and most certainly not if it came 
from any popular would-be witch persecutors.106

This intervention by the authorities in Lübeck was in line with their 
general attitude towards persecution of witches; this was characterized 
on the one hand by moderation and on the other by their policy of ban-
ishing people who had come under suspicion (as described above).

The development into a witch trial of a trial which set out as a petty 
criminal case can also be seen in other instances. In 1589, for example, 
several landlords together accused a certain Heinrich Fruchtenichts and 
his wife of theft, but it was not long before they complemented this 
with an accusation of witchcraft.107 When a local court in East Holstein 
began to investigate the case of Andreas Termis, originally accused of 
fraud, he soon also became suspected of witchcraft. When asked for 
legal advice, the jurists of Rostock University, after examining the evi-
dence and the witnesses’ statements, agreed to the use of torture to 
secure the conviction of Termis, the supposed offender. It is not known 
how the case ended, but as the use of torture generally resulted in a con-
fession, it can be assumed that Termis was convicted as a male witch.108 
The case against a husband and wife by the name of Timmermann 
in 1625 demonstrates that men tended to be accused of crimes where 
magic was not involved, but that such cases could, though by no means 
did necessarily, mutate into witchcraft cases. The couple were accused 
of arson on the Ahrensburg estate: whereas the wife was accused and 
convicted of pyromagic and subsequently burnt as a witch, her hus-
band was charged (for the same deed) simply with arson, without use of 
magic. Notwithstanding the different charge, he was also executed.109

There is one case which remains unique in terms of the course it took 
and the motives for which it was conducted. In 1646, Hanß Struck, an 
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elderly farmer from the district of Eutin accused himself of sodomy with 
cows and of extramarital sexual intercourse.110 The court clearly sus-
pected him of having committed further offences and ordered torture 
to be applied during an interrogation, whereupon Struck added to his 
list of crimes, committed by reason of a Devil’s pact, magic aggression 
towards his own and other horses as well as working magic to make his 
neighbour ill. In total, he admitted to 26 cases of maleficium; the only 
thing he did not confess to was intercourse with the Devil. As in other 
male witch trials, this was replaced by sodomy. He further incriminated 
his wife as an accomplice, but later withdrew his statement. At the end 
of the protracted torture session, the scribe recorded of the accused that 
he ‘did not know what to say’.111 Struck, it seems, was unable to conjure 
up any more crimes he might have committed. On the initiative of the 
prince-bishop’s court Struck’s self-confession to a violation of sexual 
norms had been turned into a witchcraft trial. Struck also stated that 
he had lent large sums of money to the entire village. The sum he had 
lent amounted to 106 imperial thalers, the contemporary equivalent of 
the price of 13 cows.112 Whether his figures were correct or not can no 
longer be proven, but Struck was executed on the grounds of the Devil’s 
pact and maleficium; the costs of the trial were covered by consfiscation 
of his property. His fortune was assessed at 543 Marks in Lübeck’s cur-
rency. Only two farmers made small claims on this estate, saying they 
had lent Struck money. This confirms that at the time of his execution 
Struck was not a debtor.113 Anna Struck, his wife, tried to assert claims 
on the property, but when she appeared before the local magistrate, he 
simply banished her from the land, although in the terms of contem-
porary justice she had cleared herself of any accusations of witchcraft 
in a negative ducking test.114

In contrast to other imperial territories, the Prince Bishopric of 
Lübeck, to which Eutin belonged, did not have a confiscation order 
for witchcraft trials; or at least there is no record of the existence of 
such regulations regarding the appropriation of material assets. Thus 
it can be assumed that the people responsible themselves benefited 
materially from the estate of Hanß Struck, who as a landowning peas-
ant was comparatively well-to-do. The costs of the trial would certainly 
have been lower than the monetary value of the confiscated lands, par-
ticularly since there were no large bills outstanding and no demands 
made by third parties. University expertise had not been requested; 
between 5 and 8 thalers was the usual rate at Rostock University in 
such cases. If, however, Struck’s description of his extensive money-
lending activities was accurate, then this trial shows similarities with 
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the persecution of Jews in the Middle Ages, which were also motivated 
by the violent and brutal amortization of credit sums. The authorities 
exploited for their own self-interests the original situation in which 
this well-to-do farmer had made a self-accusation and developed the 
case into a witchcraft trial. On the other hand, the  self-accusation 
at the beginning of the trial played an important role, as Struck 
was clearly unable to assimilate in his personality the contradiction 
between recently established norms, particularly sexual norms, and 
his own behaviour. By making his feelings of guilt known to the 
authorities he became caught up in the mills of witch persecutions.

Secondary male witches

The ‘secondary’ male witches formed a far more heterogeneous group 
and comprised about 40 per cent of all the men persecuted.

The group was heterogeneous particularly with respect to age and 
professions. The men accused ranged in age from 22 to 60, and pro-
fessionally the range was as follows: 14 peasants tied to an estate – the 
majority of the accused – two peasant reeves, an innkeeper, a herdsman 
and ex-smith; the occupations of the others are unknown. With two 
exceptions, all the accused had one thing in common: as completely 
dependent peasants tied to the estates of their masters they all belonged 
to the lowest social classes, although the status of the indivduals within 
this class varied. Fewer than half these ‘secondary’ male witches came 
under suspicion via a woman who had been denounced as a witch or 
because they were related to such a woman.

Hinrich Slesvick was burnt in 1551 because he and his wife had 
become involved in a dispute with neighbours and thence been accused 
of maleficium. In the confessions made by the couple, he appeared as 
the perpetrator of the magic aggression which originated from his wife. 
Slesvick’s wife made an exhaustive confession covering several pages 
of the court records, admitting to using magical means to cause sick-
ness, harm to cattle and to sour the milk as well as to a kind of love 
magic. Following this, Hinrich Slesvick only added a general declar-
ation as an accessory to the crimes. After each of his wife’s admis-
sions, the court scribe noted as a description of Hinrich’s role: ‘Hinrich 
Slesvick confirmed and confessed all this of his free will and [stated] 
that he had advised that these deeds be carried out and he [too] per-
formed them.’115 The court did not ask to know more; after the hearing 
had been recorded in writing they dealt primarily with the wife and 
her maleficium. Through her statements Slesvick became a secondary 
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suspect and his maleficium potential also slipped into second position 
behind that of the ‘primary witch’.

In 1600, Hans Lüders played a similar role; he was regarded as a wit-
ness and accomplice of the maleficium performed by his mother and 
interrogated under torture on the matter.116 In 1574 Tönnies Nickel also 
became suspected of witchcraft as a result of accusations against his 
wife; she was sentenced to execution and he to banishment.117

In 1615, a court indicted Hans Klindt, a reasonably wealthy citizen of 
Eutin, on the basis of a denunciation made by a sister of his who had 
been burnt as a witch. Despite torture, Klindt made no confession, but 
by this time an early modern variety of a citizens’ action group had 
been formed to demand his execution. In a public meeting, ten citizens 
declared that they ‘would lay down their bodies, property and blood’118 
to see Klindt convicted and executed. The town council refused to give 
in to their demands. In the meantime, Klindt had admitted to witch-
craft crimes, only to recant his confession again the following day. Upon 
this, the council released him from prison on condition that he swear 
an oath to refrain from vengeance. After the trial Hans Klindt tried to 
continue living in Eutin but later became the victim of a lynching in 
which he was struck dead.119

In 1676, Hinrich Busch was also implicated in a witchcraft trial on the 
basis of statements made by a female relative. Suspicions of his role had 
grown during the preliminary investigations as a result of a witches’ 
mark found on him by the executioner from Kiel. Busch experienced 
no pain during the pricking test to which he was subjected, neither did 
the wound bleed.120 Busch confessed voluntarily, was then subjected 
to torture in order to obtain a full confession. From his statement it is 
clear that he must have been a very old man for he speaks of a master 
who, 50 years previously, had persuaded him to denounce God. Busch 
admitted to making a pact with the Devil, to having ‘received seed and 
powder from him with which he had harmed and killed humans and 
animals’121 He confessed to intercourse with the Devil, describing an 
unusual form that this had taken. In his words, the Devil ‘had appeared 
to him in the form of a man on Bruhnsrade [a large field in the north of 
Kiel] and wished him good morning. The Devil then persuaded him to 
renounce God and surrender to him; theafter he made a pact with him 
and had intercourse with him.’122 Busch had thus conceded to having a 
homosexual relationship with the Devil, for there was no mention here 
of the usual succubi. Together with his daughter, Busch was convicted of 
proven witchcraft, condemned to death by the Kiel council and burnt. 
Busch, as many alleged male witches, was a herdsman. In 1673 he had 
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come to Kiel as a smith123 and had there taken up the lowest of jobs: he 
became a town herdsman. This victim represents two professions, both 
of which were reputed to be familiar with magic workings.

These cases show that a decisive reason for placing charges against 
men was often suspicion of the entire family. Under certain conditions 
the gender-specific focus dissolved, and the mechanisms which tended 
to protect men more than women from prosecution no longer func-
tioned as well in the case of disreputable families. The mere fact that 
family members were on trial meant that men, too, could be accused 
of witchcraft. The case of the man was closely dependent on that of his 
relative (often his wife), and a few testimonies from witnesses were suf-
ficient to place charges against him.

Two years later, in 1678, the owner of an estate called Depenau, which 
lay to the south of Kiel, accused four people of witchcraft. None of them 
survived the trial. It is not possible to reconstruct from the fragments 
of the remaining trial records whether the two men involved were sec-
ondary accused or whether they were implicated from the start. One of 
the men, Ove Freßen, was burnt with the two women, but the other, 
Claus Lille, died in prison before the sentence could be enforced.124 The 
confessions bear the stamp of the manor court of a nobleman, Joachim 
von Brockdorff; this court seemed determined to prove one of the male 
accused to be a witch. Under torture this man had not made a clear 
confession, but was nonetheless condemned to death. He explained the 
witches’ mark found on his body as a skin flaw. Finally he had admitted 
to witchcraft, but was unable to define it. Whereas, on the one hand, he 
admitted to killing horses and calves and saw this in connection with 
a Devil’s pact, on the other hand he denied being apostate from God. 
This was nevertheless enough for the court to pronounce the death sen-
tence, which was enforced in 1678, the same year.125

In Depenau there was also a fierce conflict at the beginning of the 
18th century between peasant serfs and the lord of the manor. The same 
nobleman who had led the earlier trials now repeatedly insulted his sub-
jects as ‘witches, devils and rebels’.126 This time, however, the allegations 
did not lead to a witchcraft trial but to social conflict. In this dispute over 
the demands he was making with respect to improving the effectivity of 
his operations on the estate the landlord used the terminology of witch-
craft accusations. The conflict in Depenau culminated in the shooting of 
some of the peasant serfs, for which the lord of the manor, Joachim von 
Brockdorff, was sentenced before a higher court. The trials he had initi-
ated in earlier years clearly marked the beginnnings of his attempts to 
discipline his subjects127 concealed beneath allegations of witchcraft.
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Large-scale trials in Holstein did not necessarily mean that a higher 
proportion of men were implicated. In 1666 a court on the lands of the 
monastery in Preetz condemned 14 people to death for witchcraft. All of 
them came from the same part of the monastery’s lands and had made 
self-confessions, although at the same time implicating other people as 
accomplices. Among the executed, all of whom were still young, was 
one Heinrich Stoltenbergh who stated that he had killed a horse and 
calf belonging to his father.128 When informed of the mass confessions 
in the village, the monasterial authorities were first somewhat uncer-
tain how to react, but when the villagers became active, the authorities 
were quick to respond. Urged on by the villagers, the self-confessors 
had named more and more alleged accomplices so that the number of 
people under suspicion had escalated. The populace was obviously thus 
trying to find a common cause for a number of adversities and finally 
to find the people personally responsible. In the end, the people of one 
of the villages demanded – in writing – that the people they assumed to 
be guilty be executed.129 In the light of this communication, which was 
no less than a request for mass extermination, the provost forbade any 
further unauthorized interrogations, and had this instruction read out 
in the Sunday sermons. Finally, he decided to instigate a formal witch-
craft trial of an unknown number of accused. The accused comprised 
men and women of various ages, as the legal consultant, Mauritius of 
Kiel University, recorded in his report.130 Asked for legal advice, the fac-
ulty in Kiel confirmed the provost’s viewpoint that the trial and the 
denunciations must be controlled.131 Given the way the accusations 
were originally made and the way the matter developed, it seems jus-
tified to speak of hysteria in the village communities. At the end of 
the trial before the court, 13 women and one man had been sentenced 
to death, although the records show that this proportion does not 
reflect the respective proportion of men and women involved in the 
trial. What is more, Heinrich Stoltenbergh, the only male accused of a 
Devil’s pact was classified as less dangerous because he had only prac-
tised maleficium but had not won over (male or female) accomplices to 
aid him in his deeds. And, unlike his female counterparts, Stoltenbergh 
was beheaded and not burnt.132

In another trial which, by Holstein’s standards, was also conducted 
on a large scale, the proportion of men accused was small: in 1664, the 
lord of a manor in East Holstein ordered the burning of ten people from 
his various estates. He had acted on the accusations made by some of 
his peasant serfs, encouraged by Protestant pastors to deal rigorously 
with the matter. The trial began with the arrest of two women who, 
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under torture, denounced other women as accomplices. In the course of 
the trial the lord condemned ten women and only one man to death for 
alleged witchcraft.133 Other than the name, N. Dahle nothing is known 
about this man or his status, although it is apparent that this persecu-
tion was generally directed at the wives of well-to-do, landowning peas-
ants on the estates, rather than at those even lower in social rank.

The same applied to Clauß Kohler, condemned and burnt as a male 
witch in a village belonging to the Cathedral Chapter of Lübeck in 
1669. He had been denounced by a woman and was executed together 
with four women. At the time of his execution he was no longer young; 
in 1654 he had remarried after the death of his wife;134 he left behind 
a considerable fortune, the sum of which clearly shows that he was not 
a member of the sub-peasant class,135 although it was not sufficient to 
cover the costs of the trial. These allegedly amounted to over 100 imper-
ial thalers and were ultimately paid by a brother-in-law. Considering 
how high this claim was, it can be assumed that, as in the case of the 
Prince-Bishop’s subject, Hans Struck in 1646, the authorities in Lübeck 
themselves benefited financially from the case. Such high costs had 
to this date not been incurred in any of the Holstein trials, and the 
expert report requested here from the University of Greifswald would 
have cost between 4 and 8 imperial thalers.136 This indicates that there 
was indeed a substantial difference between the probable actual costs 
and the sum claimed from the family.

One of Holstein’s largest trials, which took place on two estates, saw 
the breakdown of hitherto upheld gender-specific barriers.137

On the Schmoel estate in the north of Holstein close to the Baltic coast 
several people had died of an unknown illness, and the wife of a scribe 
accused a cottager by the name of Mette Schlan of being the originator 
of the epidemic. When the woman who had accused Schlan herself fell 
ill, her husband intensified the accusations. At this point, the landlord, 
Earl Christoph von Rantzau, intervened and had Mette Schlan arrested 
and interrogated. Under torture she admitted to magical aggression and 
implicated six other people as accomplices, two of them men: the peas-
ants’ reeve, Claus Stötterogge and her own father, Hans Lütke. All six 
were arrested, interrogated under torture and themselves denounced 
further people as guilty of witchcraft. Lütke listed ten people (eight 
known women and two men) in his ‘Rotte’, his company of the witches’ 
sect, who had allegedly attended the Sabbat. He also declared that he 
himself had been a werewolf. Stötterogge named four women; after the 
interrogation he was able to escape from the prison but was later found 
and in the course of his re-arrest injured one of the farm labourers who 
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tried to apprehend him. Two days after several people had made confes-
sions, Christoph von Rantzau condemned four of the accused – Mette 
Schlan, her father Hans Lütke, and two other women – to death.

When, on April 27th of the same year a number of local farmers 
accused more people of maleficium, blaming them for causing damage 
to cows, horses, pigs and, unusually for Holstein, corn, Rantzau ordered 
new arrests. Seven women and three men were taken to the cellars of 
the manor house at Schmoel, already suffering from the brutal and 
bloody treatment they had experienced when they were seized. At the 
house they were subjected to brutal interrogations. Trine Möller gave a 
detailed description of the procedure at a witches’ Sabbat: she depicted 
how, together with her ‘company’, she had flown on foxtails, black dogs 
and cats to the Blocksberg where they had eaten black fish and black 
meat. She denounced six women and four men as further attendees. 
The cottager Hinrich Steffen confessed to having gone to the Sabbat 
together with a red cock, six women and three men and acted there as a 
lieutenant. He even admitted to having desecrated the host at the Lord’s 
Supper, a crime to which men rarely confessed in witchcraft  trials. 
The accused, Claus Möller, allegedly floated to a witches’ dance with a 
calf and saw his own role at the Sabbat as that of a captain. Finally, he 
denounced eleven women and four men as alleged accomplices.

The denunciations were largely identical and the result of specifically 
directed questions asked during the interrogation. Rantzau suggested 
certain names during the questioning and expected the accused only 
to confirm these – under torture:

... 10. Are you not aware that Asmus Sehmer, who drowned himself 
here in the ditch, was able to work witchcraft, and did he not belong 
to your company? What company did he otherwise keep? ... 18. Were 
not Mette Schlan, Hanß Lütke, Silcke Nippen and Engel Otten who 
have been burnt, and also Claus Stötterogge, who is still alive, witches 
and sorcerers? 19. Are not Siecke Sehmers, Decke Büntzen, Engel 
Stötteroggen, Abel Möllers, Claus Möller, Peter Möller and Hinrich 
Steffen able to use witchcraft? And also old Abel Schönings and Barg 
Schöning’s wife from Matzwitz?138

Preliminary suspicions were then simply confirmed under the pres-
sure of torture. In his prepared questions he included the names of both 
men and women, in accordance with his own witchcraft notion. He was 
made angry by the statements of some of the accused and in such cases 
had the torture procedure repeated – even in the case of a pregnant 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


The Persecution of Male Witches in Holstein 215

woman of whose condition he was aware.139 At the beginning of May, 
Rantzau condemned eleven of the accused (seven women and four men) 
to death and they were burnt in public the same month. Not enough of 
this, he pursued his persecutions further.

When, at the end of May 1686, on one of his other estates in Övelgönne 
‘all the landowning peasants and cottagers’ and all the former’s ‘labour-
ers from the Övelgönne estate’ accused a man and a woman from the 
village of witchcraft, Rantzau had them both arrested. Under interro-
gation and torture the woman, Lene Paschen, denounced the accused 
man, Hinrich Markmann. The latter, however, refused to confess either 
under regular interrogation or under torture. He testified that ‘he was 
unable to work magic’ but that ‘about 22 years previously when he 
was still unmarried, he had had intercourse with a horse, committed 
immoral deeds and sodomy. He had done this about five times, but later 
when he was married he had done it about three times with a cow and 
committed sodomy’.140 Lene Paschen also incriminated Markmann as 
a member of her ‘company’ in the witches’ flight, to which other men 
and women had also belonged. At the end of June 1686, Rantzau con-
demned her and another woman to death by burning for proven witch-
craft; Markmann was also executed – for intercourse with animals.

The contours of the witches’ Sabbat, an element of the witch paradigm, 
emerged very clearly in these confessions. At these alleged witches’ gath-
erings, men represented a diabolical elite in the form of officers (a cap-
tain and a lieutenant were mentioned in Schmoel), whereas women were 
active in more subordinate roles. The portrayal of the Sabbat was a reflec-
tion of this world in the afterworld. The colours are particularly signifi-
cant: black, the colour of death and evil dominated in sharp contrast 
to white, the symbol of Christianity and purity. The questions Rantzau 
posed as judge regarding attendance at these Sabbats were taken from a 
prepared catalogue and were both systematic and suggestive. They also 
allowed for the denunciation of men. In these trials, Rantzau, attempted 
to identify from his position of power the members of a witches’ sect and 
to eliminate them. ‘Devil’s vermin’141 was his term for the condemned, 
and he called for their extermination if the world was not to perish. 
His motive was to fight this threatening and sorcerous secret coalition. 
The motive of the peasants serfs was the struggle against what they 
supposed to be the maleficium which had been afflicting them and 
their families for months and which they thought to have originated 
in the doings of certain neighbours. The investigations in Schmoel 
concentrated on two so-called ‘witch families’ to which almost all the 
 people executed belonged.142 The Schmoel trials demonstrate how these 
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similar interests combined and worked together in accusing and char-
ging alleged witches and male witches.

The witch stereotype collapsed in these, by Holstein’s standards, 
large-scale trials; the proportion of men executed was 33 per cent of 
the total number of people executed. Rantzau, as an earl of the empire 
who had converted to Catholicism, tended in his trials to use the argu-
ments of Catholic-influenced demonology with its emphasis on the 
witches’ Sabbat element and an image which did not fundamentally 
exclude men from suspicion of witchcraft. Rantzau had converted to 
Catholicism in 1650 and had since actively propagated the spread of the 
Catholic faith in Lutheran northern Germany.143 His witchcraft notion 
shaped Holstein’s largest trial to the extent that the gender-specific fil-
ter which up until that point had always been employed, was no longer 
effective.

Healers and criminals as male witches?

Many of those who belonged to the group of primary male witches had 
certain things in common: they either belonged to the cunning folk or 
were alleged criminals who had become involved in witchcraft trials as 
a result of charges for other offences:

The cunning-men represented about a third of all men accused at the 
beginning of a surge of trials, clearly a significant proportion. In most 
cases this was not their main occupation – many were also herdsmen 
and all lived and worked as magical experts in an intermediate zone 
between life and death. It was believed that these specialists possessed 
skills which permitted them to perform both beneficent and maleficent 
magic, for anyone able to sustain life might also be able to destroy it.

Male healers were, then, comparatively frequently accused; the speci-
fication male (and not female) healers, incidentally, is intentional here, 
so as not to be seen to be confirming the cliché of the witch as a herb-
alist and midwife!

Another statistically interesting group is the men who became 
involved in witchcraft cases by way of other criminal charges or 
ac cusations. They represented about a quarter of the men persecuted 
and were often initially accused by complainants and witnesses of 
severely deviant or norm-violating behaviour. Subsequent accusations 
of witchcraft were initially on a par with other accusations and often 
only gained in their life-threatening significance as the trial progressed. 
The courts in Holstein tended to charge men more often with criminal 
offences not involving the use of magic. Women, on the other hand, 
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when charged with criminal offences were generally seen to have com-
mited these offences through maleficium.

Healers and criminals as male witches? Herdsmen, blacksmiths, 
 cunning-men and alleged criminals represented more than half the 
male primary suspects in Holstein’s witchcraft trials; logically, this 
means that an almost equal proportion did not fit these categories.

Objective characteristics are barely apparent for the group of sec-
ondary male witches. The roles they played in society and their conse-
quent susceptibility to involvement in conflicts were of less importance 
than their proximity to cases of harmful magic or to the alleged female 
worker of this magic. Denunciations in witchcraft trials spread the seed 
of suspicion and expanded the circle of possible suspects beyond any 
witch stereotypes. Fewer than half these secondary male witches were 
verifiably closely related to the female primary witch or were involved 
in family-related trials. The expansion potential of witch trials and their 
escalation dynamics meant that, provided the denunciations appeared 
theologically plausible, accusations could affect groups of people who 
would not normally have been suspected within the primary group. 
The low numbers of ‘secondary male witches’ in Holstein is due to the 
fact that the witches’ Sabbat component was not of central importance 
in the regional witch image; as this element of the paradigm did not 
 figure at all in many trials, the number of denunciations remained com-
paratively low, as did, thus, the number of subsequent connected trials. 
Few of the accused men, however, were charged with the extremely 
periphery role of the so-called Sabbat-attendee; they more often took a 
secondary and thus subordinate position in the trials. The witch image 
of Lutheran theology was firmly female, and this was generally the rea-
son for the low proportion of men who became victims of the persecu-
tions in Holstein as well as for a gender-specific selection process which 
resulted in comparatively few men actually being charged as alleged 
male witches.
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8
Carinthia. Wanted: Beggar, Male

I am prepared to bear all agonies to show my innocence, for 
whatever happens, I must die some time.

(Christian Wucher, charged as 
a male witch, 14 February 1721)

Two-thirds of the people accused as witches in Carinthia (in present- 
day Austria) were male. As for Holstein in the previous chapter, this 
chapter investigates the personal profiles of these male witches and 
describes the conflict situations from which the witch trials arose. 
Carinthia, however, has to be approached from a different perspective: 
What were the issues driving the persecution practice of this territory 
in which men represented the majority of the accused?

Hans of Veitsberg, a vagrant

In the spring of 1658 a beggar and vagrant from the village of Veitsberg, 
by the name of Hans, was arrested for alleged witchcraft. The judge 
in St Veit handed the case over to the regional court in Paternion, 
where the accused confessed, without torture, to the following: a Hans 
Singer from Villach, a man condemned of witchcraft some time previ-
ously, had coaxed him by means of a magic ointment into practising 
witchcraft. Together with six other men, almost all of whom were also 
vagrants, and one woman, he had rubbed this ointment on his skin, 
whereupon his feet and hands had transformed into wings and he had 
been able to fly. A large black dog had tried to scratch a mark on him 
with its claws but he had managed to prevent this. He and his fel-
low witches were able to change the weather by mixing and pounding 
stones, sand, human and animal hair together and then boiling it all 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


Carinthia. Wanted: Beggar, Male 219

with a child’s body in a large cauldron. From the resulting mass they 
formed balls which they shot up into the clouds; this brought about 
the desired weather change.

His motive, he told the judge, was to satisfy some Carinthian peas-
ants who had asked him to help them with good weather. He also gave 
revenge as one of his motives, for some of the farmers had refused his 
request for alms. Uncertain of the credibility of these statements, the 
court then decided to apply torture as a means of verification; the judge 
was recorded in the minutes as having said that the man appeared ‘sim-
ple-minded’ and possibly ‘corrupt’.

A catalogue of 20 questions was prepared for this interrogation under 
torture.1 This included questions about the type of weather magic, 
e.g. ‘heavy showers, downpours, snow and frost’, about the names 
and abodes of his accomplices, his ‘Genossen’ (‘male comrades’) and 
later ‘Genossinnen’ (female comrades). The judge also wanted to know 
whether the accused had ‘committed himself to somebody else’, i.e. was 
apostate from God. Hans repeated the statements he had made earlier, 
gave specific details of the weather magic, describing his ability to sum-
mon rain during dry periods. He also described the so-called ‘gatherings’ 
of the witches: pipers and drummers had struck up for the dancing, and 
numerous witches, together with several devils, were in attendance. 
They took seat at ‘five tables’ which had been put up for them. Hans 
named two other male witches, one so-called ‘Krumphendl’ and one 
‘Schittenkopf’, both of whom had probably already been executed as a 
result of a prior arrest, by the time of the trial.2 When the court called 
upon the beggar to pray, his voice seems to have failed him, for the 
minutes of the trial record that he only twitched ‘because there was 
something wrong with his tongue’. The court records end at this point, 
but there seems little doubt that in view of his extensive confession, 
confirmed by torture, the sentence can only have been death: Hans of 
Veitsberg died at the stake in 1658.

This mid-17th century trial in Carinthia targeted one man in an indi-
vidual witch trial, and in the investigations which ensued from this 
trial it was primarily men who were suspected, although one woman 
called ‘Liendlin’ played a special role. The judges at the court in 
Paternion had no legal or ideological doubts with respect to the prin-
ciple of applying the four main elements of demonology to the male 
sex. The accused confessed to maleficium, to a Devil’s pact in the form 
of apostasy (although this was only implied by his statement and his 
inability to pray), to attending the witches’ Sabbat and to the witches’ 
flight. He described the feasting and dancing which took place at these 
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secret gatherings, but did not mention any sexual aspects. There was no 
mention in this trial of intercourse with the Devil.

The accused was a vagrant, and denounced others in the same pos-
ition as himself as members of witches’ sects. It is not clear from the 
court records whether this was a result of the court’s strategy or whether 
this was an unsolicited testimony.

The persecution described here can be considered typical for the 
Carinthia region, for the majority of trials here were not aimed at 
women. In this part of the Austrian hereditary lands men stood out as 
primary witches. Frequently, they were the first to be accused in a chain 
of trials and it was they who denounced other alleged agents, both male 
and female: The witch paradigm was reversed, for here it was men who 
drew women into the trials. The authorities and courts had a new target 
and concentrated their investigations on the male sex.

The territory and the law

Carinthia had belonged to the House of Habsburg since 1335, and in 
the 16th century, together with the Archduchy of Austria, Styria and 
Carniola, it formed a coherent area in the southern Alps. As a part of so-
called Inner Austria, Carinthia was subordinate to the government in 
Graz which administered the territory through a governor, a represen-
tative of the sovereign. The population of Carinthia in the 17th century 
was ca. 180,000 and in the mid-18th century ca. 250,000.3

The Archduke Ferdinand of Styria, a man of Jesuit upbringing later 
to become Holy Roman Emperor, initiated and carried out within the 
space of a few decades a ruthless re-Catholicization process against the 
resistance of the Protestant estates. By 1620 at the latest, the estates had 
been disempowered and absolutism had made its breakthrough.4

The Carolina and the Carinthian legal system of 1577 formed the legal 
basis for charges against male and female witches, but it was not until 
the so-called ‘Ferdinandea’, Emperor Ferdinand II’s Court Regulations 
of 1656, that all elements of the complete and elaborated witchcraft 
teachings and demonology were carried over into the witch persecu-
tions.5 In the Constitutio Theresia of 1758, witchcraft was still theor-
etically defined as a criminal act but the regulations narrowed down 
the definition of the word and demanded rigorous evidence before sen-
tences could be passed.

The centralization of authority from the first third of the 17th  century 
onwards, had a considerable influence on the course of witch trials and 
the sentences passed. The governor, as representative of the regent, had 
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far-reaching jurisdictive powers in criminal cases6 for the numerous 
regional, town and market courts were not permitted to pass sentences 
independently, and had to refer to the higher courts to determine their 
verdicts. These higher instances consisted of ‘travelling courts’ which 
had been granted the competences to deal with these cases by the ter-
ritorial sovereign, and travelled from place to place to return verdicts. 
The tribunals consisted of a prosecutor, a scribe, an executioner and 
a counsel for the defence. The lower courts in the rural districts were 
permitted to raise charges and interrogate before the arrival of these 
‘mobile decision makers’, but it was the representatives of the sovereign 
who, after examining the records, decided how the trial was to continue 
and whether torture should be applied. This meant that they had the 
final decision on whether or not a trial should be continued after a con-
fession had been made. If the travelling courts were engaged in other 
trials or unable to attend for other reasons, the accused were obliged 
to remain in prison for lengthy periods of time, waiting for the trial to 
continue; it was quite possible for people to have to wait 3 years.7

There were a few exceptions, such as the ‘free’ regional courts in 
Paternion and Spittal which were not bound to these regulations; 
thanks to privileges they had their own senior judge and were able to 
act more autonomously in witch trials.8 The localities Wolfsberg, Villach 
and St Leonhard formed an enclave of the Frankish Prince-Bishopric of 
Bamberg within Carinthia and were thus ruled from German Bamberg. 
Two other localities, Friesach and Maria Saal, belonged to the Prince-
Archbishopric of Salzburg, under whose jurisdiction they fell. The lar-
ger part of Carinthia, then, formed a coherent territory, but there were 
a few exceptions which reflected the colourful political map of the early 
modern Holy Roman Empire. The struggle for competences which arose 
from this medley of responsibilities shared between Habsburg and non-
Habsburg institutions continued throughout the 17th century and was 
not legally solved until some time later.9

Trials and persecution surges

The first known witch trial in Carinthia took place in 1465. In 1492, 
the idea of a Devil’s pact appeared for the first time in a confession, in 
which the accused spoke of an alliance with the Devil while plotting 
a crime.10 In both trials, the accused were women, and the trials are 
exemplary of a very long period in which witchcraft trials were few 
and sporadic. In the second half of the 17th century, circumstances 
changed: The number of trials escalated, peaking in surges between 
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1650 and 1670 and 1680 and 1690. The courts pronounced a large 
number of death sentences, although ‘only’ one in two of the accused 
(of a total of 256 for whom records are still extant)11 were executed. 
Compared with the intense persecutions in southwest Germany or 
Franconia, Carinthia suffered a low level of persecution, and saw only 
a few persecution surges or mass trials. From about 1650–1660 onwards 
the courts inquired regularly into possible Sabbat attendance, as a com-
ponent of the witch paradigm, and frequently asked for the names of 
accomplices, but were often satisfied after a certain number of names 
had been given and inquired no further. Nevertheless, the dominant 
pattern in Carinthia was one of ‘small panics’, that is trials with up to 
five accused; only three trials exceeded this figure. In 1686 and 1687 
a total of 57 people were investigated, in 1705 and 1706 in Wolfsberg 
ten people and again in 1714–1715, 23 people.12 As breaches of regula-
tions in trials became apparent, the inner-Austrian government in Graz 
began to control the witch trials more stringently. The last known trial 
based on the notion of the Devil’s pact took place in St. Leonhard13 
when the court in Bamberg condemned the male accused, Paul Schäfer, 
to death in 1726. The witch persecutions continued until 1772, but the 
death sentence was no longer passed, and the opinion of the court no 
longer included any demonological elements. As in Holstein, women 
were the prime targets of the early witch-hunts, but as time went on, 
more men were charged. Persecutions began late in Carinthia compared 
with other imperial territories – not until the mid-17th century and 
after the end of the Counter Reformation in Inner Austria. Most of the 
condemned were not burnt at the stake but beheaded, and their bodies 
subsequently burnt. Again, by comparison with other territories perse-
cution ended extremely late, with witch trials still taking place in the 
first half of the 18th century.

New on the wanted list: men

Thanks to a provision made in 1656 by the Inner Austrian government 
which stipulated that precise details of all persons involved in witchcraft 
trials be recorded, it is easier to reconstruct the gender and personal pro-
files of victims in Carithia than in other territories. About 68 per cent 
of all such trials targeted male witches. Earlier sources are much less 
detailed or reliable but as far as it is possible to tell, the majority of 
people charged for witchcraft before 1610 were women. As Figure 8.1. 
clearly shows, a period of almost 30 years followed, in which persecution 
virtually stopped, only to be resumed again with a new gender focus. 
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From 1630 onwards the witch stereotype seems to have been reversed: 
the crime of witchcraft was attributed to men in 80–90 per cent of the 
cases brought before the courts. During Carinthia’s peak persecution 
period between 1650 and 1680 this new male witch stereotype again 
began to recede but not to change fundamentally, for numbers never 
fell below 60 per cent. In the early 18th century, men again consist-
ently represented over three quarters of the accused. The trial of Hans 
of Veitsberg mentioned above fell in the peak persecution period in 
which men remained the primary targets.

This study of Carinthia is based on files from the regional archives in 
Klagenfurt which contain the collected records of witchcraft trials for 
the entire region. Other data are taken from local and regional histor-
ical research, which has repeatedly shown an interest in the witch-hunts 
from the last third of the 19th century to the present day. For the pur-
poses of a quantitative evaluation aiming to show tendencies, the sources 
can be classified as good to satisfactory, but again it must be stressed that 
this study does not pretend to comprise all witchcraft trials.

Figures 8.1 and 8.2 show the persecution cycles and the gender-
 specific bias of the witch-hunts in Carinthia in both absolute and rela-
tive figures.14

The combination of a Devil’s pact and weather magic was typical for 
Carinthia, occurring in almost 40 per cent of confessions made in trials.15 
Whereas women were often accused of milk magic,16 this was very rarely 
the case for men. By far the most common crime of which male witches 
were accused between 1630 and 1720 was weather magic.17

The 76-year-old beggar Stefan N. from Trägenwinkel maintained in 
the summer of 1666 that he could cause it to rain by bathing in one of 
Carinthia’s lakes. Members of the rural population had asked him for 
help, but the shower he had summoned had unintentionally turned 
out to be so heavy that a mill had been flooded and destroyed by the 
water masses.18 In 1653, the 18-year-old farm servant and beggar, Kaspar 
Haintz, declared in an interrogation that the ‘magic rain-makers’ brewed 
the weather up in a kettle, in which they formed ‘old pieces of shoe lea-
ther, flax refuse, wild boar fur, birch leaves and old shoe laces’ into balls 
which they shot up in to the clouds. At the request of certain farmers 
he had created downpours to cause injury to their fellow farmers. Heat 
also seems to have belonged to their repertoire, for Haintz confessed not 
only to creating rainshowers, the time and place of which he was able to 
specify, but also to generating heat waves by burning a skull.19

Weather magic was not only viewed as beneficent white magic but 
also perceived as a threat: someone who could have a positive influence 
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on the weather could also have a negative influence. For many con-
temporaries, witchcraft with its two intrinsically connected aspects 
was an ambivalent issue. In 1687, witnesses and the court itself gave 
a number of witches the blame for a hailshower which had destroyed 
the entire grape harvest.20 Similarly, in 1664, the beggar Peter Trattner 
was accused of having worked magic to induce sub-zero temperatures, 
a deed to which he finally admitted.21 The farmer Peter Enzi confirmed 
after enduring five hours of torture that he had caused snow and hail 
to fall, which he had previously ‘carried and sent in little sacks’.22 Hans 
Preisöchsl declared under torture in Straßburg in 1646 that he stirred 
together ‘wool, human hair, pigs’ droppings and blood from his hands’23 
to create showers. Simon Holdenacher claimed as his speciality the cre-
ation of frost, and Sebastian Praitbrenner stated that to provoke heavy 
rainfall he threw bugs out of his coat onto an anthill.24

Hail in particular was thought of as a product of magic aggression. 
Hail occurred (or occurs) very locally, thus sparing some farmers but 
destroying much of the harvest, and thus the livelihood, of the stricken 
farmers for the following year. Such disparate consequences of hail, and 
also heavy local rainshowers, confirmed suspicions that these phenom-
ena might be the result of maleficium. The persecutors in Carinthia as 
followers of classic demonology were convinced that the Devil’s pact 
always underlay weather magic, and anyone charged with this offence 
had no choice but to admit to the pact in court, often under torture. 
This variant of maleficium typical for the region was not considered to 
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be founded on harmless sorcery in the sense of the traditional ‘magia 
naturalis’, regardless of whether it was commited by men or women.

In almost 20 per cent of all trials with male accused, however, charges 
were placed for some other type of maleficium. The courts in Carinthia 
charged male witches for guiding the attacks of a dangerous wolf on 
people in the region, so-called ‘Wolfbannerei’ or in a few cases also 
for lycanthropy.25 These maleficent deeds involved the Devil’s pact, for 
nobody but the Devil himself could command power over such wolves. 
There was a fundamental difference between werewolf and ‘wolf ban-
ner’. The werewolf is a transformation of originally human character-
istics; the human being who sends wolves off to kill animals grazing 
on farmers’ fields remains a human being and commands only certain 
wolves. For example, in 1705 the courts prosecuted Hanßl Pfeifer, Mertl 
Greß, Anderl Herzog and ‘black’ Lippi for guiding and instructing a 
wolf to the detriment of other members of the population. The judges 
showed no mercy and all four mountain herdsmen were executed.26 
According to the statement made by the accused Peter Perwolf in 1701, 
every cattleherd must possess magical powers over wolves. Presumably, 
he meant by this that good herdsmen should be in a position to pro-
tect their herds from wolf attacks. For the complainants as for the 
court, however, such a statement implied a confession to possessing the 
skill to perform maleficium and, possibly, to use it in practice: reason 
enough for farmers not only to mistrust the man and his colleagues but 
in the event of any damage occurring, to accuse them of witchcraft. So 
it was on the initiative of the local farmers that Perwolf was  executed.27 
There were a considerable number of cases in which accusations of 
weather magic and wolf instruction were made, the large majority of 
which targeted men from the lowest strata of the lowest social class, the 
herdsmen. These were people who tended the animals on the mountain 
pastures during the summer months, thus isolated from the inhabitants 
of the settlements in the valleys, apart from the few occasions where 
circumstances required contact. In the winter, these people eked out a 
living as beggars travelling from place to place. Nevertheless, ‘wolfban-
nerei’ was a crime of which not only men were accused.28

The Devil’s pact – which had to exist to reveal a person as an agent of 
the Devil – as described by one Bartelmä Droscheter, took the form of a 
written contract under a new name. Under the most gruesome torture, 
in which he was hoisted up in the strappado with weights attached to 
his body, 50-year-old Klement Reibeis maintained that it could also be 
a verbal contract in which the person committed his or her soul to the 
Devil. The Devil also threatened violence and coerced the victims, as 
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the accused Hans Träxler stated during his trial.29 In 1715, Peter Enzi 
claimed that he had used his own blood to sign such a pact, and had 
received money for his signature.30 In the case of a 13-year-old beggar, 
the Devil had scratched his mark on the boy’s head as a sign of the 
pact.31 This mark could also be made, as in the case of a Gregor Rade, 
accused in Weissenegg, on the left hand and foot.32

Intercourse with the Devil receded as a symbol of apostasy and evi-
dence of the Devil’s pact for men in Carinthian trials, but did not dis-
appear entirely. According to Stefan N., the Devil had ‘twice ... lain with 
him as a woman’33 and Georg Eder saw the Devil transformed into a 
woman who had ‘made show of her interest in him’.34 The Devil in the 
shape of an attractive woman, known as succubus, was not the only 
way male Devil’s confederates were seduced, for the Devil could appear 
‘at night in all kinds of shapes, also as a woman’.35

For the persecutors, the question of copulation with the Devil was of 
less significance than attendance at the witches’ Sabbat, for the crime of 
witchcraft was considered in Carinthia to be a collective crime. In the 
trial of the beggar Hanßl Sachs in Spittal in 1630 the judge specifically 
inquired after his ‘company’.36 Another vagrant stressed that he had 
become acquainted with many ‘Gevattersleute’, that is other men, at 
the gatherings.37 A company, or group, of witches was said, in a confes-
sion made by Blasius Kofler, executed in 1653, to consist of ten people; 
a statement made by one Lorenz Perauer gave up to 100, and Bartlmä 
Droscheter 400 people.38 The focus of these night gatherings, which 
mostly took place on the ‘Saualpe’, a mountain to the east of Klagenfurt, 
was common maleficium. Christian Wucher, a vagrant arrested in 
Maria Saal in 1720 gave further details, first denouncing 28 men and 
only 3 women, then extending this list to a total of 54 names, among 
whom men again formed the majority.39 Perauer stressed that he and 
others as simple farm servants had only been given ‘a little to drink’ at 
the meetings, whereas others had enjoyed large quantities of wine, for 
like Wucher, Perauer belonged to the lower strata of the witches’ society 
and functioned merely as a servant.

Witchcraft was experienced as a collective threat, expressed in the 
belief in the existence of the witches’ Sabbat as the hub where magic 
crimes were planned and organized. The Sabbat was often described as 
the ‘witches’ meal’ in Carinthian trials and indeed the alleged delin-
quents often depicted it as similar to a peasants’ feast to which the 
participants flew on oven forks or wooden sticks. In the trial of the beg-
gar Hans of Veitsberg the court, having determined the precise type of 
magical aggression they were dealing with, went straight on to ask for 
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the names of the accused’s accomplices. This further demonstrates that 
Hans’ alleged crimes were not viewed as the product of an individual 
person. It was such trial strategies that initiated the chains of trials in 
this region; these strategies, exemplified by the questions quoted below, 
were barely to be found in the northern German witch trials discussed 
in the previous chapter:

1. Did he remember his statement repeated three times and not made 
under torture and did he confess to it?

2. In what form and why did Hans take to the art of weathermaking? 
And how long did he practise this art?

3. Who were his accomplices and did he not teach any of them the 
art of witchcraft? What are their names and where are they to be 
found?

4. Did he travel with them on a plank or a wooden bowl or on a beam from 
the hayloft, and did he go first, or last, how often, and how far? ...40

Women also attended the witches’ gatherings: Christoph N., charged 
in Leonstein in 1663, declared that he had seen there ‘beautiful women, 
like countesses’,41 and in Althofen in 1721 Simon Puntz mentioned 
the presence of ‘noblewomen’.42 The beggarwoman Regina Paumann 
named after her arrest three men, all of them farmers, and five women, 
among whom were ‘two brides, dairymaids by the names of Bärbl 
and Margareth’ as her ‘accomplices in witchcraft’.43 Women were also 
apparent as teachers, as for example, those known as ‘Liendlin’ or 
‘Kohlrouschin’.44 On the whole, however, men of varying social sta-
tus were named as masters or teachers. Bartelmä Droscheter mentioned 
day-labourers, Simon Punz an innkeeper, Bartl Strasser – in 1631 – a 
tramp, and Hans Winkler a vagrant as teachers of magic skills.45 After 
an interrogation pertaining to his alleged Devil’s pact and membership 
of a witches’ sect, the beggar Simon Punz is recorded as saying:

He finally admitted that about three years ago when he was begging 
on the Lorenzberg mountain, near Micheldorf in the court district of 
Althofen, a man of medium height and dressed in black approached 
him; he spoke to him and said he should travel with him up into 
the clouds, for a long time he refused to do so.... But then he allowed 
himself to be persuaded, whereupon the man rubbed an ointment 
onto his skin around his middle; two grey he-goats then appeared, 
on which they sat and rode through a storm over the mountains. 
They descended on a mountain.... Yes, he believed there were five 
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of them, two gentlemen and three gentlewomen. [On further ques-
tioning, he continued].... There were no doubt more, farmers and 
beggars among them who he did not know. He had often heard say 
that Pämbhäckl of Weindorf and the wheat farmer from Krappfeld 
were also witches ... on his first ride through the clouds he had seen 
Waitzbauer stirring the shower with a shovel ...46

This description is typical for Carinthia in that it combines weather 
magic and a belief in an aggressive magic sect in which many men were 
involved.

Approximately half of all people accused were charged at the begin-
ning of a trial series and informed the courts of further accomplices, 
some but not all under the pressures of torture. Men, of course, also 
named large numbers of women as fellow witches, and vice versa, but 
on the whole the courts mostly followed up the denunciations of males. 
Gender-specific selection processes also took place here; however, 
between 1630 and 1725 (with a slight upward trend in the numbers of 
women persecuted from 1670 to 1680) women were generally consid-
ered to be less susceptible to witchcraft, and men were the prime focus 
of the persecutions.

Beggars and vagrants persecuted for witchcraft

Blasius Kofler, a vagrant arrested for witchcraft, gave a more homoge-
neous picture of the social status and gender of his accomplices. Under 
torture he made the following statement,

... Simon from Pressenberg, Jörg of Pressental, a beggar in the Katsch 
valley, Kropf [Goitre] Paul, who was staying around Gmünd, a certain 
‘Stopf’ who has red hair and beard and who carries salt about, Stangl 
Adam, a beggarwoman from Villach, another beggarwoman near 
Greifenburg by the name of Katharina, a beggar with a fierce dog, the 
beggar Simon from Villach, a beggar by the name of Jakl, a peasant-
woman from Lind ..., a young beardless man from Greifenburg called 
Bartl, the beggar Lipp from Mautendorf in Lungau, a woman named 
Ursl, Hans Schittenkopf who is imprisoned in Himmelsberg.47

Based on the assumption that statements made in interrogations, 
particularly when made under torture, generally reflected what the 
investigator expected of them, and that confessions reveal more about 
the fantasies of the accuser than the accused, these denunciations give 
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a picture of the type of people the judiciary were targeting: the beg-
gars who roamed the lands were considered to be particularly prone 
to magical aggression, and judges did what they could to make sure 
certain names were given in the trials. ‘Cross-eyed Blasy’ alone named 
eight people who all belonged to this marginal group.

An analysis of the Carinthian witch trials shows clearly that both 
witnesses and courts perceived witchcraft as the collective crime of a 
witches’ society of predominantly masculine character. This society as 
reflected in the confessions of the accused was analogous to the estates 
of the early modern era, with members of the nobility at the top of the 
hierarchy and their subjects serving them in the lowest strata.

This depiction of a destructive and secret devil’s sect spanning all 
estates contrasts with the social profile of the people accused and exe-
cuted in the witch trials. Of 128 people of known social status who 
were charged with witchcraft, almost half belonged to the lowest and 
most marginal estate of society.48 Among this marginal group were four 
 gypsies, accused in a rare case in the Holy Roman Empire.49

It cannot be said that the judiciary suppressed statements incriminat-
ing integrated members of society and the first estates; this would have 
been in contradiction to the new legal norms relating to inquisitional 
trials, as well as the obligation to record all aspects of court procedure 
in writing. What did happen, however, was that accusations of people 
from these higher social groups were not followed up with charges. For 
example, within a short space of time the courts exonerated four pas-
tors suspected of witchcraft50 and did not follow up ac cusations made 
against members of the upper bourgeoisie or the nobility. In court 
in 1603, a beggar by the name of Hans Träxler named as his teacher 
of witchcraft Anna Neumann of Wasserleonburg, the daughter of a 
wealthy merchant in Villach who had just married into the Carinthian 
nobility. She, he maintained, had promised him money if he would ‘do 
a dreadful thing’. Under torture, however, he retracted his statement.51 
The influential woman in question was accused several times, but was 
never interrogated.52 In Paternion in 1662, even accusations made 
against fully integrated farmers were not further pursued. When the 
accused, Regina Pauman denounced a considerable number of farmers 
these suspicions were not followed up and in the end the only people to 
actually be persecuted as a result of her denunciations were the vagrants 
Leonhard, Bärtl and Toni.53 In 1705 the judge von Weisenegg released 
a farmer suspected of having made a pact with the Devil and instead 
prosecuted a group of 6 vagrants. When torture was ordered, it was 
only a question of time before they all confessed and were consequently 
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sentenced to death.54 Allegations which targeted people outside of the 
lowest social classes generally appeared implausible to the courts and 
were of no consequence in any further investigations. The courts had a 
clear image of likely suspects, and this image consisted largely of beg-
gars and vagrants. Carinthian courts, then, pursued suspicions and 
denunciations on the basis of social strata and not, as in other territor-
ies of the empire, on family relations.

The personal information provided by many of these beggars and 
vagrants reveals the most harrowing circumstances, although it should 
be borne in mind that not all this information is necessarily entirely 
correct.

Beggars generally came from families of beggars.55 The accused Hans 
Träxler, whose parents were also beggars, came from Lungau in the 
Prince-Archbishopric of Salzburg, moved from place to place, covering 
considerable distances. He named places where he had been in Styria 
and Salzburg and said that he had worked on occasion, but had not 
always been paid for his labours.56 The same applied to 26-year-old 

Illustration 8.1  A male witch in action, commiting some of his alleged crimes. 
Centre: damaging hail magic intended as a revenge on neighbours and landlord. 
Top right: sacrilege – the host as the symbol of the body of Christ is trampled 
on and then thrown to a dog to eat. Top left: A traveller is assaulted: a  ‘normal’ 
crime not involving magic. (Leaflet from 1666, in: Stadtmuseum Munich, 
Grafiksammlung MI/320.)
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Simon N., who also came from the Salzburg region and travelled across 
the high Tauern mountain range and around Carinthia.57 Both these 
two stories are typical of beggars’ lives prior to the Thirty Years War.

The proportion of children and adolescents among the beggars and 
vagabonds in Carinthia was high. The tendency to prosecute young 
people became apparent in the southern Alps even before the so-called 
‘Zauberbuben’ (boy witch) mass trials of 1675 to 1681. Bartl Schneider 
was just 15 years old when he was arrested for witchcraft in 1658. He 
told the court that he had had to roam the lands from an early age as 
his parents had been burnt as witches in Slovenia.58 Kaspar Haintz who 
was arrested in 1653 had been roaming the countryside with other beg-
gars since his thirteenth year and lived from odd jobs, for example as a 
swineherd.59 The beggarboy Kholi was arrested in 1652 at the age of 16, 
a boy called Michael in 1664 at only eleven.60 A boy known as Gregor 
did not know his own age but must have been between twelve and four-
teen at the time of his arrest; Hans Winkler was 17 when a court had 
him arrested in 1631.61 The witchcraft trial of 13-year-old Thomas N. in 
167662 was connected with the Sorcerer Jack trials in which numerous 
young vagrants were accused of witchcraft in Salzburg.

At the other end of the scale, the Carinthian authorities also charged 
old vagrants. Stefan of Trägenwinkel, for example, was 76 and Lorenz 
Perauer 5363 when they were brought before the court – in an early 
modern context, both old. Pankraz Sumer was unable to estimate his 
own age, no longer knew his mother and father, but both parents had 
abandoned him alone in a village as an adolescent boy. Since then he 
had been a beggar and had had occasional work ‘weighing children’ 
and ‘caring for cattle’.64 When Zacharias Feichter was told to pray in 
front of the court in Althofen in 1646 in order to prove his capacity 
to believe, all he managed to bring out was an ‘Amen’65; it seems this, 
the closing word of a prayer, was all he associated with Christianity. In 
another trial in 1688, Thomas Schmaudl, born in Tirol, described his 
childhood as a beggarboy, his intermmitent work as a herdsman and 
his release from the army where he had served as a soldier. As Rumbl, 
another beggar and occasional herdsman, he had spent his subsequent 
life roaming from place to place.66

The physical disabilities of many of these vagrants are also much 
in evidence. The beggarboy Kholi had only one eye and so was no 
longer able to see in three dimensions; Blasius Kofler was also visually 
impaired, hence his nickname ‘cross-eyed Blasy’; the old man, Lorenz 
Perauer was completely blind when he was arrested. The names of the 
beggars ‘Kropf Paul’ and ‘Kropf Jakl’ indicate that they had a thyroid 
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condition fairly common in regions with a low level of iodine which 
causes swollen necks known as goitres or ‘Kropf’, resulting in severe 
breathing difficulties under exertion. The terms ‘krummer [crooked] 
Vastl’and ‘krummer Veidl’ indicate that the such-named vagrants were 
hunchbacks, a condition often resulting from rickets or tuberculosis. 
The name ‘Krumpfhändl’, the one with the crooked hand, speaks for 
itself.67 The judges noted that 40-year-old Simon Punz was partially 
paralyzed and unable to walk normally. He himself described his life 
as follows:

When he was, as far as he knew, in his fourteenth year and still lived 
with his father, he was out on a road ... his whole body had suddenly 
buckled up and he was seized so badly that he had been obliged to 
spend almost a year bed-ridden in his father’s house. On the advice 
of some good people, his father had carried him on his back a half-
hour’s journey from his house and set him down on an anthill in 
the hope that this would cure him, but it had not helped.... When 
his father died ten years ago and his mother was no longer alive he 
became a servant to his godfather but had not stayed long because of 
his crippled feet; since then had been a beggar.68

There is no reason to doubt this statement on the causes of Punz’s 
plight. The description of his paralysis points to either polio or, more 
probably, a severe rheumatic complaint and it is highly plausible that 
the death of his parents robbed him of any social security, making him 
dependent on outside help. Begging was ultimately his only resort.

In summary, then, the vagrants suspected of witchcraft included not 
only people with physical disabilities but people who for other rea-
sons were not fully employable in early modern agrarian society. In 
some cases, the replies given in the trials indicate that some of these 
 people were mentally retarded. Even judges used terms such as ‘ein-
fältig’ (simple-minded) or possibly mentally weak or at least backward, 
and not only when referring to the young accused. Leonhard, a vagrant 
described as old, was only able to communicate by means of signs, and 
the name ‘verrückter Peter’ (mad Peter), speaks for itself.69

Changed perception of charity and 
the crisis of the 17th century

Historical research has shown that the persecution of witches and beg-
gars is synchronous in various parts of the Austrian hereditary lands.70
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There are various opinions on the reasons for this coincidence: some 
authors see them in the persistent population increase in the Austrian 
regions in the 17th century; unlike other territories of the empire, Inner 
Austria did not suffer great losses in the Thirty Years War and the lower 
ranks of society increased in numbers due to the many soldiers released 
from service after 1648. This section of the lower estate often suffered 
a lack of material resources which forced them into vagrancy, margin-
alized them and finally, in the thinking of the sovereign authorities, 
criminalized them.71 Other authors, however, explain the synchrony 
of these persecution processes in terms of a reevaluation of the status 
of poverty, which led to a change in the way vagrants were perceived 
and a growing lack of compassion. This was reflected in new far more 
restrained alms-giving practices on the part of the authorities, which 
ultimately developed into repressions and the growth of an active 
‘witch justice’: By declaring beggars as witches they did away with the 
paternalistic poor policy, of which beggars had been the figurehead.’72

The following gives an outline of the social and economic develop-
ments which need to be elucidated before these theses can be discussed. 
The long-term economic depression which marked the 17th century 
came late, but all the more intensively, to the southeastern parts of the 
empire; one of its consequences was an increase in the marginilization 
of and pauperism among the lower classes in the region. This, combined 
with the fact that the Austrian population nearly doubled in the period 
1527–1754, from 1.5 million to 2.7 million (the Carinthian population 
grew from ca. 150,000 to 250,000), was reason enough for an increase 
in the proportion of unemployed marginal groups in the lowest ech-
elons of society to rise to 20 per cent.73 In Carinthia, however, the eco-
nomic development was experienced as a stagnation of the economy 
and not, as in other Austrian hereditary lands, as a tangible economic 
slump. Even mining was not as severely affected in Carinthia as in the 
rest of Inner Austria.74

The absolutist-minded authorities in many parts of the Holy Roman 
Empire reacted to the growing mass impoverishment with disciplinary 
strategies which reflected the rulers’ universal claim to order. From 1620 
onwards we can assume that absolutism had made its breakthrough in 
Carinthia.75 Under a crisis ideology with a keynote which decreed that 
merit and achievement resulted from hardship and fear,76 the tendency 
already apparent in the late Middle Ages to take action against vagrants 
was reinforced. In the numerous new classes of beggars laid down by 
government order, the authorities attempted to distinguish between 
socially acceptable and unacceptable marginal groups; to do this they 
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introduced categories which included such terminology as ‘honest’ and 
‘self-inflicted poverty’.

In the Middle Ages beggars were more closely integrated in society 
and were able to rely on the alms which indeed were central to their sal-
vation. By the 16th century, the process of marginalization and exclu-
sion had further developed, as the view that work and poverty were of 
equal status disappeared. The work ethos upheld by Reformation and 
Counter-Reformation alike brought with it a moral deprecation of the 
status of poverty and enhanced the status of work. Idleness came to 
be perceived as a sin and a crime against the state. The conscientious 
and conformist subject became the positive antipode to the work-shy 
stigmatized beggarman or – woman, epitomized in the most negatively 
charged of all groups, the vagrant nomad and stranger.77 Thus a process 
took place throughout large parts of Europe in which stigmatization 
turned into criminalization:

Offenders were arrested and punished not because of their actions, 
but because of their marginal position in society. The implication 
was that vagrants were not ordinary criminals, they were regarded as 
a major threat to society.78

In 17th century Austria this social disciplining was a fundamen-
tal process manifested in the form of police regulations. In the new 
police regulations or ‘Polizeyordnungen’ punishment was threatened 
for perpetrating the following crimes: spontaneous blasphemous utter-
ances, gluttony, adultery, swearing, gambling and, in particular illegal 
begging. For the betterment of the population the various authorities 
ordered that these regulations be read out regularly each month on 
the market squares and in the churches. They even went as far as to 
employ secret agents whose job it was to ensure compliance with the 
directives.79 This goal was further to be achieved by a decentralization 
of poor relief, whereby these endeavours were directed in particular 
at the homeless and at those whose allegedly lunchaste lives did not 
conform with the new norms. One consequence of this reevaluation 
process was that the Inner Austrian government undertook large-scale 
deportations of vagrants in the first half of the 18th century. Beggars 
were detained and collectively transported to the border, where they 
were released onto the territories of neighbouring lands in which the 
bureaucratic administration of vagrants was not yet as advanced.80 
In 1683, Vienna alone transported 7000 beggars outside of the city 
boundaries.81
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The survival chances and existence of vagrants in Carinthia also 
changed accordingly in the course of the 17th century. Due to the reduc-
tion of available resources resulting from the economic downturn and 
the erosion of traditional Christian charity, the people on the streets 
began to fight more offensively for their subsistence. Pleas for help 
became more aggressive in nature: beggars resorted to threats which 
they underpinned by references to their alleged magic skills and witch-
craft powers. The vagrant Träxler threatened to employ weather magic 
in 1663 because a farmer ‘had given him bad food both in the morning 
and the afternoon’.82 Another vagrant admitted to having summoned 
a thunderstorm in which two farmers were killed by lightning because 
they had ‘not paid him a wage’.83 In 1630, Hans Sachs reacted similarly 
because the farmers in the area had treated him well in some cases, but 
had also done him ill.84 Stefan of Trägenwinkel threatened to ‘take a bite 
of’ (that is, to kill, R.S.) the pigs in a farmyard ‘because a farmer had not 
given him a cake to eat’.85 Lorenz Perauer, an old man, admitted sum-
moning frost to the detriment of the inhabitants of rural regions ‘where 
the gruff people live who are not willing to give shelter or food’.86 Other 
vagrants who also reported threats made to peasants out of revenge 
were: Hans of Veitsberg who disclosed that he had not received alms,87 
Augustin Felsberger, and in 1653 or 1676, a 13-year-old beggar boy by 
the name of Thomas N.88 Another vagrant showed his gratitude to the 
rural population for their material support by purporting to use magic 
means to summon good weather to their farms. Upon his arrest, how-
ever, he attested frankly that he did not believe in such witchcraft and 
was totally incapable of committing this crime, and had only used such 
ploys to secure his own subsistence:

What he had said he had heard from beggars, there were so many 
of them together in the shelter and they had spoken of witchcraft – 
things. He himself could do none of it, and most certainly had 
never actually performed anything ... an injustice was being done 
to him ... he had only repeated what the others had claimed, that 
is, that he was able to pronounce counter-spells to banish the wea-
ther magic. That is why the people thought he must be able to work 
magic. The reason why he made such suspicious statements about 
himself was that he hoped thus to be given more alms by the peas-
ants and peasant women89

Beggars did not only use the threat of weather magic and consequent 
crop damage as a means of intimidation or revenge, but also attempted 
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Illustration 8.2 The execution of a reputable male witch in March 1575 in 
Mittersill, present-day Austria. A court accused the parson, Ruprecht Ramsauer, 
a man over 70, and his housekeeper of having worked for decades together with 
the Devil to produce hail and weather magic. The coloured drawing to be found 
in the contemporary chronicle of Johann Jacob Wick, was not the work of an eye 
witness and thus, like many other illustrations, does not have the value of ori-
ginal source material. However, it is highly probable that it was drawn by a wit-
ness of other contemporary witch burnings. In the top left corner, the Devil can 
be seen offering to support the pastor in his hour of need if he will only commit 
himself to evil once more. A crowd of people can be seen in the background 
watching the execution. (In: Zentralbibliothek Zurich, Ms. F 24, 56.)
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to use it strategically as a way of improving their position in short-term, 
verbal work agreements. Should their employers, mostly landowning 
farmers fully integrated into their estate in society, not honour these 
agreements, the vagrants had no means of ensuring that the terms of 
the contract be fulfilled. Aggressive threats, then, were part of a defen-
sive strategy with which the beggars attempted to avoid being cheated 
out of their wages for the many seasonal jobs they undertook. The 
Carinthian sources provide no evidence of the ‘lazy vagabond’; on the 
contrary, it seems the vagrants used every opportunity to take up work 
to ensure their own subsistence. Numerous statements made by wit-
nesses, as well as the biographies, show that they took on a large number 
of tasks. Individual explanations for the increase in beggary are out of 
place here since structural reasons were the cause of this mass poverty. 
Wars, a long-term economic depression followed by a series of epidem-
ics, and the way material resources and opportunity were distributed, 
brought about the mass impoverishment of this territory.

Vagrants were portrayed as antisocial deviants who lived off the 
community as a whole. But they were also a prime means of exempli-
fying norm deviations in other fields. In 1723, the well-known Italian 
archivist and Catholic priest, Ludvico Muratori, described the travel-
ling folk in his work ‘Della carità christiana’ as ‘malicious, devious, 
idle, work-shy and lustful beggars’.90 He associated the lives of vagrants 
with dissolute sexual practice, the background to such fantasies being 
the fact that beggar couples were forced by the marriage restrictions 
which required a couple to possess certain financial means, to live 
in extramarital relationships, which the church, in turn, no longer 
tolerated. Muratori here equated the term ‘extramarital’ with sexual 
deviance. In the Carinthian witchcraft trials, these ideas in combin-
ation with alleged maleficium rapidly turned into the familiar image 
of a sexual liaison with the Devil; this assumed evidence of sexual 
perversion was then seen to fortify the image of the accused as the 
negative antithesis to the newly established sexual norms. Muratori’s 
work appeared in the German language in Vienna in the second half 
of the 18th century, thus lending further moral authority to the policy 
hitherto applied.

The social control and regulative policy practised in absolutist states 
explain the persecution of deviant behaviour, but not the way this 
was criminalized in the witchcraft trials. Carinthia was not alone in 
pronouncing mandates against beggars. The sovereign of Brunswick-
Lüneburg passed 18 decrees between 1650 and 1698,91 48 mandates 
were issued in Upper Lusatia between 1590 and 1797,92 all without an 
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ensuing increase in the number of witch trials. Neither was the popula-
tion increase between 1500 and 1750 peculiar to Inner Austria.93

The reasons for the particular direction taken by the witch persecu-
tions in Carinthia must be sought rather in the mental reevaluation 
process of the time than in the social and economic developments 
which, without doubt, took place in this period. At a time when 
the disfunctionality of witch persecutions was becoming apparent 
in other parts of the empire, the slow east-west shift meant that the 
witch paradigm was relatively late in reaching Inner Austria. As late 
as 1569 a council in Salzburg, which was responsible for Carinthia, 
dismissed witchcraft in true mediaeval Catholic tradition as a product 
of the imagination. This council decreed that in cases of witchcraft 
accusations the illusory nature of witchcraft should be pointed out 
and the sinners, whether male or female, be given religious instruc-
tion so as to enable them to return to the Christian community. Only 
intractable persons should be reported to the higher church author-
ities.94 These arguments, which were fully in line with the traditions 
of the High Middle Ages, were still being proponed at a time when 
major witch-hunts were taking place in more westerly territories such 
as the Catholic Electorate of Trier and the Catholic Duchy of Lorraine. 
The theologians in Salzburg still viewed the belief in maleficium and 
the witches’ flight as punishable crimes and contested the feasability 
of witchcraft.

However, the pattern of witchcraft teachings as received at this late 
date in this eastern region was one which was no longer controver-
sial (either as an entity or in its individual elements) in demonology 
discourse, for at the latest since the appearance of Bodin’s works, 
Catholic demonology had regarded witchcraft as a collective crime. 
Correspondingly, the courts applied a specific pattern to outsiders who 
were not an integral part of the social estates and who were reputed 
to pose a threat. The Assembly of the Estates in Styria, a neighbour of 
Carinthia’s, had already construed a connection between vagrants and 
witchcraft crimes in 1580, when it declared:

... that it is not only the travelling agricultural labourers but also 
other deleterious persons who steal dishonourably and work magic 
or commit similar deeds and who have given themselves up entirely 
to a life of idleness, who occasionally roam the land95

It was this association of serious crime, such as witchcraft, with mar-
ginal social groups which, against the background of the economic 
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crisis of the 17th century, was then revived and brought up to date, pav-
ing the way for an interpretation of witchcraft as a collective crime.

Contrary to the assumptions of certain interest groups, beggar groups 
were loosely organized since they would otherwise have undermined 
their own subsistence; this is documented by the question catalogues 
and the judges’ interrogation strategies in the witchcraft trials. They 
did not strive to lead a collective form of life and certainly did not set 
up formal communication channels or structures96 but rather formed 
informal, heterogeneous, spontaneous groups without any long-term 
contacts.

It is apparent, however, from the records of the Carinthian witchcraft 
trials that the authorities stylized vagrants as a formal, highly cohesive, 
and instrumentally rationalized and organized group. The courts were 
quick to ask about the members of the respective ‘teams’ or ‘Rotten’ 
(‘companies’) who the judges assumed to have taken part in the collect-
ive conspiracy; the goal was to obtain, under torture, as many names 
of known vagrants as possible; these people would then be accused of a 
common conspiracy.

The Inner Austrian government with its absolutist tendencies was able 
to assert its focus on this social element against the local authorities 
which were not yet partners to this policy. For instance, in 1671 a local 
court acquitted the 20-year-old beggar Hans Schlegele of witchcraft 
(and even granted him alms upon his release) on the grounds that there 
was no circumstantial evidence and because he was clearly mentally 
retarded. However, the Inner Austrian government to which Carinthia 
was subordinate, reacted with the harsh instruction ‘the more so 
because such simpletons are easily and most often infected with witch-
craft, this subtle matter’97 that Schlegele be re-arrested and a witchcraft 
trial opened. Ten years earlier the councillors of Graz had ordered that 
the sermons on three consecutive Sundays should point out the con-
nection between witchcraft and begging. In this mandate they declared 
that beggars were the principal perpetrators of ‘the vice of witchcraft’ 
and that witchcraft aroused the wrath of God with a multitude of nega-
tive consequences for harvest and health.98 The communication, which 
was certainly sent to all Styrian – if not also to other – pastors, thus 
called for the exterminition of all vagrants according to the Christian 
policy of order, and placed all such people under general and collective 
suspicion. Clearly, the authorities could not have been motivated by 
the expectation of any personal gain from these paupers, for the costs 
of the trials were generally borne by the keepers of the courts and not 
the alleged delinquents.99
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The social order policy of the Counter-Reformation joined forces, then, 
with the witch persecutions but was also supported by the integrated 
estates of the population, as expressed in a report on the Carinthian 
farmers, who in 1691 called upon an official, himself not unwilling to 
persecute, to actually make an arrest:

My noble, gracious and highly esteemed lord! Upon my visit to the 
church festivities in Weitschach a fortnight ago, I was sought out in 
the courthouse by Christian Pämber ... and many of his neighbours, 
who asked whether I might not arrest and confine the beggar Anderl, 
for he had made suspicious speeches on the Monday after the first 
church fair. Thereupon I took a large number of peasants to task, 
who not only confirmed the above but added that it was high time 
this man be removed, for there was nothing useful about him. Yet 
they were unable to put forward any true evidence against him. To 
find a motive for this and to relieve the parish of its scruples, I have 
been looking out for this man for many years.100

In this case a vagrant, later charged as a male witch, was decried as 
useless to society. This example shows how an integration ideology was 
able to unite the authorities with the populace in the struggle against 
male and female witches. However, the low number of persecutions in 
Carinthia shows that this identity of interests was not pronounced in 
this region, and witch persecutions or denunciations were not as inten-
sive on either side as they were in other territories.

The reason for the focus on men in Carinthia’s witch persecutions 
is to be found in the structure of early modern vagrant groups. The 
representatives of both central and local state poor relief considered 
that men were mobile and more easily able to procure their own sub-
sistence than women; this meant they were not entitled to receive 
alms on an organized basis. Thus, the wandering groups of impover-
ished people consisted largely of men, whereas the non-vagrant beg-
gars were mostly female.101 This was certainly the profile of vagrants 
in Carinthia. In order to secure themselves some means of remaining 
alive in a period when charitableness was on the decrease, beggars 
tended to appear in small groups, thus improving their potential to 
make threats. It is not, then, surprising that under interrogation male 
beggars named their travelling comrades and other beggars of their 
acquaintance, so that the courts ultimately drew entire circles of such 
vagrants into the witch trials. The authorities had so assimilated the 
image of the witches’ Sabbat that the courts were able to sift out the 
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identified target group of male persons and to ignore any other – for 
example, female – suspects.

The witch persecutions in Carinthia stand for a typical process of 
social labelling: economic crises meant certain people were deprived of 
the chance to work legally, were thus driven out of integrated society, 
refused the traditional means of poor relief, were discriminated against 
and were collectively accused of criminal acts. The outsiders came to 
be regarded as delinquents and ultimately began to act accordingly. 
Yet this explanation alone does not do justice to the complex reality 
of the situation. The vagrants reacted with aggression to this crisis in 
Christian charity and demanded what they believed they were entitled 
to – if necessary using their alleged magic omnipotence as a means of 
blackmail.

In the imagination of some of these beggars this alleged competence 
took on a kind of reality. In 1671, for example, Hans Schlegele admitted 
voluntarily to having worked disastrous weather magic, to being able 
to fly, and to having posed a threat by planning crimes at the witches’ 
gatherings.102 Gregor N., only a little over ten years old, described in an 
interrogation without torture, how he had flown to the clouds and how 
rainfall had ensued.103 Zacharias Feichter, a beggarboy, also declared 
without being tortured that he was able to fly.104 In 1666, the elderly 
vagrant, Stefan, also claimed to be able to summon rain – again, in an 
interrogation where torture was not applied.105 Eighteen-year-old Caspar 
Haintz boasted of maleficium in a pre-trial investigation where no 
threats had been uttered on the part of the court.106 In 1676, the young 
beggar, Thomas also admitted voluntarily to being a witch and to being 
able to use an ointment to cause showers to fall.107 In another trial with-
out torture Paul Schäfer depicted himself as the master of a wolf-like 
dog which attacked and killed cattle at his command. When the court 
investigated this alleged damage, it was found to be untrue, invented by 
the accused.108 These accused male witches and ‘Zauberbuben’ (‘sorcerer 
lads’) transformed the accusations with which they were confronted 
into self-accusations – even though such a self-accusation was often a 
justification for the pronouncement of a death sentence.

Marked from early childhood by social exclusion, with no chance of 
developing any self-assurance or esteem, beggars began to fantasize that 
they possessed a capacity for magic, and this they ultimately perceived 
as their reality. The witch trials provided these ostracized and humili-
ated people with a stage on which they might receive the attention they 
had so long foregone and perhaps find some gratification. By identifying 
themselves with evil, they were attempting to procure themselves some 
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last social standing and to compensate for their many years of power-
lessness. The phenomenon by which a person uses the omnipotence of 
fantasies to flee from their impotence in real life has been described in 
detail in youth psychology as a typical depravation or development phe-
nomenon109 and interpreted as a cry for help and recognition.

In the second half of the 17th and the first half of the 18th century the 
stigmas that these vagrants thus inflicted on themselves ultimately led 
to the death sentences and beheadings. The witch trials were also able 
to develop in this way because their victims, most of whom were men, 
largely accepted the roles ascribed to them. These male victims could, 
however, only be considered role players in the witch persecutions 
because majority opinion in Catholic demonology did not exclude men 
from participation in witchcraft crimes; indeed, it specifically named 
men as suitable candidates as agents in secret diabolical societies.

Mediaeval inquisition and male heretics

In the Austrian hereditary lands, the persecution of alleged, and primar-
ily male, members of secret societies was rooted in tradition. From the 

Illustration 8.3 Taken bare-chested to their public execution: the male witches 
Paul, Gumprecht and Jacob Pappenheimer (and the only woman, the wife and 
mother, Anna Pappenheimer), the farm labourer Ulrich Schmälzl and the tailor 
Georg Schölz all admitted to fire and weather magic and harm of cattle, as well 
as to manslaughter. All were tied and taken thus to the stake (Leaflet from 1600 
in: Stadtmuseum Munich, Grafiksammlung M I/532.)
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13th century onwards numerous Waldensian communities had settled in 
Lower and Upper Austria, and despite waves of persecution had remained, 
among other places, in Carinthia into the 15th  century.110 Travelling 
preachers were the connection between the various Waldensian groups, 
celebrating with them their masses according to Waldensian rites. As 
the grasp of the Inquisition became felt, the official church began to 
assert itself more powerfully and renewed the massive attacks on this 
self-assured community. Records dating from 1436 onwards report 
a bitter extirpation process, which also reached Carinthia and Styria. 
The Waldensian bishop, Stefan Neumeister, who was burnt in Wien-
Himberg in 1467, gave the number of his followers in Austria as 80,000. 
The Inquisitors, outraged at the degree of hereticism rampant in many a 
region,111 spread the notion of a Waldensian devil’s cult which was man-
ifested in secret night gatherings, the ‘heretics’ Sabbat’, hence creating 
imageries which could later be recalled and rejuvenated. The anti-heretic 
traditions became felt again towards the end of the 15th century, but 
more strongly from 1630 onwards. The idea of an extensive conspiracy 
could easily be applied theologically to new heretical groups. In Upper 
Austria, the region where there had been so many heretics in the Middle 
Ages, it was primarily men who became the victims of the witch-hunts 
of the 16th to 18th centuries, and in Carinthia with its many medi-
aeval Waldensian communities112 the proportion of men accused was 
also above average. By contrast, there were fewer trials of alleged male 
than of female witches in the neighbouring county of Tirol, in which 
only few heretic trials (the primary targets of which were men) were 
conducted by the Inquisition in the Middle Ages.

Traditions of persecution, social conflicts and the witch

The main Carinthian male witch type comes from the lowest class of 
vagrants and beggars, a group which overlapped with that of the cat-
tleherds. Neither of these groups was integrated, and both represented 
people living on the verge of starvation, in conflict with the fully inte-
grated population of the estates. Most of these people were accused of 
weather magic, a variant of maleficium which was ascribed to women 
in other regions of Europe.

In comparison with the rest of Europe, the witch persecutions began 
late in Carinthia, at a time when the female witch stereotype was already 
outdated. Yet, the fact that the numbers of trials did not peak until the 
late 17th century is not sufficient to explain the high proportion of men 
accused. Factors such as the beginnings of social disciplining, which in 
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Carinthia was directed by way of witchcraft accusations at the vagrants 
in the population, also played an important role. A further determin-
ing factor was the extension, or continuity, of the persecution of male 
heretics which had begun in this region in the Middle Ages, although 
both the authorities and the non-vagrant population now accused not 
heretics but a newly arisen group of apparently destructive persons. The 
persecution traditions formed, or at least influenced, the image of the 
gender of this allegedly aggressive group. The fantasies of the heretics’ 
Sabbat or the Devil’s cult, were transferred to its variant, the witches’ 
Sabbat. This collective component of the witchcraft concept played a 
major role in Carinthia’s witch trials, although it cannot be said to have 
set mass trials in motion.

In less than half the cases were the accused primary male witches, 
in all other cases they became involved in the trials as a result of 
denunciations. Nonetheless, neither the accused, nor the accusor nor 
the witnesses viewed the roles of these secondary male witches as 
 ancillary: This means that men were not just drawn into witch trials 
as boy-witches, Sabbat-attendees or as relatives of accused women, but 
as primary  suspects – in other words, as suspects themselves accused of 
witchcraft in their own right.
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9
Male Witches, 
Feminized Men or Shamans?

We know that, after the flight, the accused, like all other witch-
folk, had a particular kind of demon at the gatherings, the men 
had a bride, and the women a bridegroom.

(Reason given by the judge for a sentence passed in 
a witch trial near Regensburg 1689)

(There are) ... effeminate men who have no Zeal for the Faith ...
(Heinrich Institoris 1486)

I removed the heart and the liver of a pike, these I smoked to 
intoxicate the possessed people; I then pulled apart a pitch-black 
hen and laid it on their heads ... to expel the evil  spirits ... 

(Christoph Gostner, a healer in South Tyrol, 1595)

Two unequivocal conclusions can be drawn from the systematic ana-
lysis of witch trials in Holstein, Carinthia and Franche-Comté:

First, the courts charged large numbers of men independently of 
women and in their own right. Their identification as alleged witches 
was neither a by-product of trials of female witches, nor can it be seen as 
collateral damage. Side by side with and on the same level as the female 
witch there stood a male witch, who was by no means a scaled-down 
or dwarf version of the majority type. Notwithstanding these general 
conclusions, any analysis of gender distribution must take account of 
regional context and popular as well as learned witch images, for the 
dynamics of the witch-hunts produced absolute majorities of female 
witches just as they occasionally also produced only a minority.

Secondly, there is no clearly defined type of male witch; the personal 
and structural features of the accused varied considerably. As far as 
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marital status was concerned, the majority of male witches in Holstein 
were married, in contrast to the Austrian beggars, who tended to be 
single and have no permanent relationships. In Franche-Comté about 
half of the men accused as werewolves appear to have been married. 
Neither was there any homogeneity in terms of age; the witch beggars 
of Carinthia consisted of old as well as very young vagrants. The ages of 
the male suspects in Holstein and Franche-Comté varied, but the major-
ity in the early modern period appear to have been old or  middle-aged. 
The types of magic ascribed to male witches also varied from region to 
region: whereas in Carinthia, men were accused of weather magic, in the 
west of the empire, this type of magic was ascribed mainly to women.

Despite these differences, large groups of accused male witches in 
the three territories were in fact distinguishable from other sections of 
 society by reason of their social status.

A person’s position in early modern society, unlike in the class soci-
ety of the 19th century, depended not only on property and financial 
assets, but on social capital, the ‘social capital of honour’ (Bourdieu). In 
the three territories investigated here, a high proportion of male witches 
counted among those who, according to both economic and symbolical 
criteria, either had no place in, or were precariously situated on the per-
iphery of, the estates of Central European society. A statistically relevant 
number, particularly of the primary male witches, experienced social 
disadvantages which excluded them to a greater or lesser extent from 
social life, although their individual circumstances varied greatly.

In other territories such as Bamberg or Trier1 substantial numbers of 
men from the middle estates, and a few from the upper estates were 
accused as male witches. This number should not, however, be over-
estimated: the men persecuted in the first panics in Bamberg came pri-
marily from the lowest social groups, and even in the principal major 
hunts of 1626 to 1630 only one in four men arrested for witchcraft 
came from the higher administrative classes. The victims also included 
craftsmen such as bakers, butchers, smiths and shoemakers. The large 
number of innkeepers, wine merchants and coopers is especially note-
worthy, for it seems that these people, whose occupations involved 
handling food and drink, were most likely to be accused of intent to 
poison. Nevertheless, it should not be forgotten that members of the 
lowest social classes formed the majority of those denounced as Sabbat-
attendees, and that many a servant, day labourer, fisherman, musician 
or grave-digger was also burnt.2

The various hypotheses proposed in research to date each only par-
tially cover the reasons for the male witchcraft trials when based on 
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theories which are exclusive of other possibilities. There is no mono-
causal explanation for the trials of male witches; such historical devel-
opments can only be explained by a combination of many different 
factors. The ‘relationship approach’, the ‘mass-trial approach’, the ‘dif-
ference’ approach and the ‘heresy approach’ when taken alone each 
only provide partial explanations, are too rigid in their systematiza-
tion and give incomplete explanations of the realities of early modern 
Central Europe. Depending on the political and social situation and 
the historical and cultural influences, one or more of these factors can 
weigh more heavily than the others.

Were male witches possibly feminized or ‘womanish’ men? Let us 
take a look at contemporary discourse: In his widely disseminated work 
of 1629 the theologian Johann Bergmann discussed typical behaviour 
of men and women, thus addressing an issue which was once more of 
major interest during this, the peak persecution phase. The author cites 
numerous authorities from Antiquity and the Middle Ages and, having 
made detailed reference to Ancient Greek, Roman and Christian ideas 
and analyzed and debated the issue, draws his conclusions as to the 

Illustration 9.1 This image depicts the alleged male witch, 78-year-old Simon 
Altseer in Rottenbuch, Bavaria invoking the Devil from a magic circle. When 
the Devil appears and gives him a magically charged pot, Altseer conjures up a 
multitude of heavy hail- and thunderstorms – at least according to the confession 
he made under torture. It was for this weather magic that the court charged the 
old man with witchcraft. (In: Stadtmuseum Munich, Grafiksammlung M I/320.)
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typical features of the two sexes. Women, he wrote, are characterized 
by their ‘inconstancy, frivolity, wrath and impatience’, men by their 
‘prudence, greatness of mind, discretion, forgivingness and steadfast-
ness in the face of misfortune’.3 With this description, Bergmann drew 
up and validated a concept of femininity and masculinity which was 
based on a construct of opposites. However, in attempting to present 
this very distinct message and rigid catalogue of characteristics to his 
contemporaries as exemplary, traditional and proven, the theologian 
Bergmann proved to be ahead of his time. Historical research has shown 
that such polarities were not generally existent as social constructs at 
this time, and the possible spectrum of gender-related attributes and 
identities was wider than Bergmann allowed. The discussion of typical 
gender-specific characteristics was not complete and a glance at various 
ways of life in the early modern period shows that masculinity was also 
lived in a way which did not correspond to this classic duality of the 
sexes. Bergmann must, thus, be viewed as representative of an intellec-
tual movement whose goal it was to establish a definitive hegemonic 
pattern. It was not, however, until the Enlightenment that the ‘gender 
profile patterns’ became thus restricted − in theory as in practice.4

The analysis of demonology in chapter 5 shows that many attributes 
ascribed to women were also applicable to men. In the context of the 
predominant contemporary theological world view and at a time when 
patriarchal rule, hitherto viewed as a vital element of existence, was 
seen to be on the brink of collapse, the ‘feminized’ men, the author 
of the Witches’ Hammer stressed, acquired genuine characteristics of 
the opposite sex. From these men the male witches were recruited5 
who, by reason of their potential proximity to witchcraft crime broke 
through the dichotomous pattern of gender differences both in theor-
etical discussion and in terms of their very real persecution. These men 
were indirectly feminized, yet they were most clearly not regarded as 
women − they remained men.6

This raises the question as to whether, ultimately, these men were 
not in fact also victim to a narrower and more restrictive social view of 
gender profiles. In other words: Did the witch-hunts not serve, directly 
or indirectly, as a means of establishing new norms of gender ideals and 
asserting and publicizing these norms via the inclusion of men in witch 
trials? This question is too complex to be answered within the confines 
of this study; it is, however, certain that the gender-specific structure of 
the witch-hunts was not a reflection of the rigid gender polarity asserted 
in contemporary debate on typical male and female characteristics. The 
British historian Larner’s definition of the persecutions as ‘sex-related, 
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not sex-specific’, does not apply across the board for all periods and all 
regions in which witches were sent to the stake.

The developments towards binary role allocation during the study 
period which ascribed moral offences predominantly to women, also 
permeated the persecution of male witches. Neither the demonologies 
nor persecution practice accused men – to put it cautiously – to the same 
degree as women of sexual deviance. Male witches did not copulate as 
frequently with the Devil as their female counterparts; their ambiva-
lence in their faith was the reason why they allegedly turned to the 
Devil. Male witches were associated with the typically male category, 
intellect, whereas women were reduced to the level of their bodies and 
sexuality.

The fundamental openness of the witch pattern can be seen in the 
lexical development, in the terminology used to describe the phenom-
enon witchcraft, for this was not uniform throughout the empire. In 
demonological literature and in regions where there was a high pro-
portion of male persecution, a new term developed, the ‘Hexin’. 
Contemporary German used the suffix ‘-in’ to designate a person as 
female, but the noun ‘Hexe’ (witch) to which this suffix was added was 
grammatically already unambiguously feminine. The jurist and transla-
tor from Lorraine, Johann Fischart, for example, used this term repeat-
edly, and in direct contrast to the male witch:

When the man saw a large number of male witches and female witches 
[‘Hexinne’] roaming and swarming around, many of them known to 
him, he exclaimed in amazement, ‘Oh my God, where are we?’7

It could be argued that Fischart’s intention was to give a correct ren-
dering of the French nouns ‘sorcier/sorcière’; however, the terms used 
by this southern German satirist are also found in other sources. ‘Hexin’ 
was also used in conflict situations which might have given rise to an 
accusation or charge of witchcraft; i.e. it had already found its way into 
colloquial usage. In 1629, a male citizen of the town of Miltenberg on 
the River Main described a woman as follows:

‘You [female] witch [‘Hexin’], should also be burnt.’

Then, turning to her son, he said,

‘You [male] witch [‘Hexenmann’], you thief, you should be burnt just 
like your mother’.8
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Mother and son died at the stake the same year, following a series of 
denunciations for alleged witchcraft by the inhabitants of the town.

This newly developed term is in fact linguistically redundant, con-
taining as it does two features describing grammatical genus, where only 
one is necessary. In cases where the term ‘Hexin’ was used, then, the 
original word ‘Hexe’ was differentiated, generalized and used to mean 
both men and women. On a lexic level, it was still feminine, when des-
ignating a person, however, it was neutralized and had no clear genus. 
Semantically, the term ‘Hexe’ had also changed, for it had lost some of 
its female characteristics and was sometimes used as a generic term. 
Alongside this term ‘Hexe’ with its tendency to  non-gender-specific 
meaning, the clearly gender-specific terms ‘Hexin and Hexenmann’ (male 
witch) were used.

The new name for female witches appears at times of crisis in many 
areas of the empire in connection with extensive charges of magic. 
‘Hexin’ is found in southern and central but also in eastern and north-
ern parts, as well as in German-speaking regions outside the empire.9

The word ‘Hexe’ was found in word formations which, because gram-
matically neutral, referred to both genders. This occurred in particular 
through the formation of certain plurals. A list of the people executed 
in a town with a high level of persecution was no longer called a 
‘Hexenliste’ (list of witches) but

‘Lists of the witch-folk [‘Hexen-Leute’, men and women, R.S.] 
beheaded and burnt in Würzburg’10

and in the reasoning of the court in an extensive trial:

Whereupon court was held beneath the town hall and ... the 
 witch-folk ... were brought before the judge.11

This new generic term led to the development of forms in which the 
word ‘Hexe’ was used adjectivally to describe a semantically generic 
noun. An example from another key persecution zone illustrates this 
usage:

His wife had told him before his arrest that he was to name many 
other witchish persons [‘hexische Personen’] ... as his accomplices.12

In 1612, the authors of an interrogation catalogue for use in  trials 
in Mainz sought to avoid the problem which had arisen from the 
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ambiguity of various terms for the witchraft phenomenon by reverting 
to unmistakable wording. The sub-title of their work clearly dilineated 
who they were referring to:

Questions to be put to magical male and female persons [‘zauberische 
Mann- und Weibs-Personen’] while under arrrest.13

Linguistic developments can also be observed for the category perse-
cuted men, and these should be viewed in the context of persecution 
practice. For example, the following is recorded for a man from the 
Electorate of Mainz whose mother had been burnt as a witch,

This Jörg Schlader was now publicly considered to be a male witch 
[‘Hexenmann’]. It no longer pleases anybody to see his face, and he is 
fearful for he does not know where to stay.14

This passage describes the uprooting and distress of a stigmatized 
 person who was unable to defend himself in the face of accusations 
against a relative. It clearly expresses this man’s fear and the threat he 
faced of being seen as a male witch without any subaltern functions.

In addition to ‘Hexenmann’, the term ‘Hexenmeister’ (literally: witch-
master) was in common use. Semantically, this term had a double func-
tion, meaning not only simply a male witch but also a witch with a 
leading or special position within the witches’ sect. When, in 1663, a 
man accused in Esslingen of witchcraft denounced a female witness as 
a ‘Hexenmann’, she fiercely rejected the idea, but finally admitted to 
having ‘learnt witchcraft from a now deceased Hexenmeister’.15

In this sense, then, a ‘Hexenmeister’ was someone who, in the imag-
ined contemporary world, held a leading position and passed on his 
knowledge. In the demonologies, these ‘Hexenmeister’ held higher 
military ranks, as, for example, portrayed by Del Rio, and punished 
witches who did not fulfil their destruction potential. The concept 
‘Hexenmeister’ in the sense of witch-master again shows that the power 
structures of the witches’ Sabbat in the other world bore similarity to 
those of this world. In this of all spheres, the inverted world of these 
gatherings, the cult centre of witchcraft, assumed the gender hierarchy 
structures of early modern society, for here, as the sovereigns their terri-
tories the Devil ruled his world supported by his male dignitaries.

The concept of what constituted a male witch thus remained ambiva-
lent for men accused of witchcraft crimes. On the one hand, they were 
often ascribed female tasks, space and roles, but on the other − particularly 
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in Catholic demonology − some performed leadership functions in the 
hierarchy of the Devil’s sect. They punished for deviant behaviour in the 
anti-world women whom they did not consider to be sufficiently evil and 
aggressive. The Devil’s cosmos, it is true, was one of inverted (or reversed) 
order, but for male theoreticians this did not apply to male−female 
relationships!

And yet, men were burnt as alleged members of the Devil’s sect who, 
in their own understanding, aspired to recognize witchcraft and counter 
its harmfulness, that is to fight against this anonymous  organization. 
Did the Christian rulers and authorities misinterpret the doings of 

Illustration 9.2 Torture of the 60-year-old farmer and town councillor Holger 
Lirtz. The leg screws are applied and the alleged male witch groans with pain. 
Lirtz had been denounced by a woman in an earlier interrogation; his good 
reputation was obviously not sufficient in the eyes of the witch commissioner 
Buirmann to spare him these agonies. After many hours of interrogation dur-
ing which the pricking test was carried out almost 30 times on supposed Devil’s 
marks on the body of the old man, Lirtz confessed – and was executed. The 
background shows a victim being hoisted up, his hands tied together behind his 
back and weights attached to his legs. (From: Hermann Löher, Most Melancholy 
Complaint, 1676, pp. 35–39, in: Alte Bibliothek, St Michael’s Grammar School, 
Bad Münstereifel.)
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these counter-magic specialists, suspecting them of witchcraft and 
maleficium, and is this why they began their process of eradication? It 
is argued that the ‘witch-doctors’ who popular culture viewed in a posi-
tive light, were also accused of witchcraft because Christian demon-
ology saw magic and counter-magic as identical activities.16 Were these 
healers and soothsayers possibly the European version of shamans, the 
very antipodes of evil spirits and hence, logically, also of witches?

Although the activities and distinctive features of shamans vary from 
one society to another, certain fundamental elements are common 
to all:17 Shamans are, in most cases, male persons who have access to the 
spirits and souls of the deceased. They play a mediating and ritual role 
between the natural and the other world, for they are able to cross the 
boundary between the two. From this cosmologically privileged pos-
ition developed the tasks of healing, divining and warding off misfor-
tune. In order to enter the invisible world and to communicate with the 
spirits, shamans combine special techniques, rituals and equipment in 
dramatic performances. To be able to make this contact with the imma-
terial world the shaman has to enter an altered state of consciousness. 
The rituals are performed in public, and shamans use music, singing 
or, in some societies, drumming to place themselves in the necessary 
physical and mental states. Shamans frequently, but not always, under-
take an extrabodily journey, usually accompanied by spiritual helpers, 
to wrest the soul of the sick person away from the evil spirits. The soul 
can then return to the body, the alien spirit lets go and the sick person 
recovers. Here, the greatest workload and thus any victory is borne pri-
marily by the spiritual helpers.18

The basic thought behind shamanism is the idea that all that occurs 
on earth is shaped by spiritual powers. In the states in which the soul 
leaves the body or is occupied by the spirits so that it is able to contend 
with them, counter-magic specialists counter the attacks of aggressive 
forces in what might be termed a battle of spirits.

Shamans and witches, then, represent opposite poles in human soci-
eties. Shamans can, admittedly, also be destructive − indeed, in some 
societies they could even be killed for their destructive works − but their 
principal function was one of protecting from and healing sickness.

However, since counter-magic specialists or cunning-folk were only 
one group among the male victims of the witch persecutions, the fact 
that magic specialists and shamans were treated as equivalents is only a 
partial explanation for the presence of men among the accused. Among 
the variants of shamanism were also those in settled peasant societies 
in which there were many cases where women took on the role of the 
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shaman.19 Female cunning-folk, whether self-professed or thus des-
ignated by others, constituted only a small proportion of the female 
majority before the European courts of justice. Quantitative reasons 
alone, then, show that shamanism is not a sufficient explanation for 
the numbers of men accused of witchcraft.20

Similarities are not the same as analogies, and parallelisms are not 
causalities. It is true that male witches in Central Europe practised rit-
ual magic, as shamans do, but hardly any mentions of dramatic per-
formances, altered states of consciousness or even extrabodily journeys 
are to be found in the sources, and those notations that do exist are 
fragmentary and inconsistent; see for example, the cases of Conrad 
Stoeckhlin in Bavaria21 and possibly some accused from the Jura moun-
tains of France. In the case of other cunning men such as Christoph 
Gostner or Mathias Perger in Tirol these alleged shamanic aspects were 
either no longer recognizable or had never existed.22 Analogies can 
only be assumed for an extremely small percentage of the men des-
ignated as male witches. Cunning-men did not work in the open,23 
and ritual equipment such as drums, were indeed used at the witches’ 
Sabbat meetings, but there is no record of them being used in thera-
peutic seances. According to reports (including those few reports which 
were made without the influence of torture) of the phenomenon which 
comes closest to the extrabodily journey, the witches’ flight, help and 
healing were rarely expected of these gatherings. Neither did the col-
lective drama of the witches’ gatherings correspond to the individual 
struggles of the shamans.24 In view of the fact that witch persecutions 
in Central Europe were initiated by sections of the population, the 
question arises as to why the very people who had allegedly suffered 
at the hands of witches should turn to shamans, people who believed 
invisible spirits and not real, identifiable persons, i.e. witches, to be the 
cause of evil in the world.

Similarities can at best be discerned when shamanism is stripped of 
its core elements, the special relationship with, or control over, spirits, 
dissociation of body and soul, and its disturbing seances, as discussed 
in ethnological research.25 Such a constricted version of this world view 
can, however, be linked to all forms of magic, for it implies the loss of 
shamanism’s own specific profile.

The belief in witches − and with it the charges made against men − 
may possibly have roots in shamanism, but the peculiarities of shaman-
ism appear vary rarely, if at all, in the male trials in the regions studied 
here. Individual sources describing trials of men in north Sweden and 
north Norway and possibly also in parts of southeastern Europe, do 

 

mailto: rights@palgrave.com


256 Man as Witch

seem to provide evidence of shamanic practices26 − but these are not 
territories of the Holy Roman Empire in Central Europe. The persecu-
tors sought the alleged male witch in other settings and groups; all that 
was needed was violent staging on the part of the courts to find him 
there and send him to his death at the stake.
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10
The Power of the ‘Witch Folk’ 
and the Rulers

Not all those who dance are merry.
(Christoph Lehmann, town scribe in Speyer, 1570–1638)

By the early modern period witch theory had cast aside the idea that 
what constituted witchcraft was harm caused by individuals to other 
individuals; this had been rejected in favour of the concept that witches 
represented a major attack of organized crime on society as a whole, an 
attack which involved the use of violence, was planned to take place 
over an indefinite period of time and was based on power struggles and 
a division of labour within a hierarchical system.

In contemporary fantasy, witches attacked such basics as life, health, 
nutrition and fertility, and were thus endowed with an almost unlim-
ited power to destabilize society, destroying its morality and forcing 
this world – in a reversal of the divine order of things – to bow to Satan’s 
rule. The danger of alleged witches, then, lay in their involvement in 
the plots and intrigues of a worldwide conspiracy devised by a secret 
society. Witches were not perceived as people on the periphery of soci-
ety who openly committed their evil deeds, but rather as people who 
deliberately worked their destructive powers from within. Sooner or 
later, their presence would strike at the very heart of a community. 
Witches were not enemies in the sense of the visible external enemy 
encountered in a war but opponents who had to be exposed on the 
domestic front.

This was reflected in the Catholic, and to an extent also in the 
Protestant demonology of the 16th to 18th centuries, in particu-
lar in the portrayal of the witches’ Sabbat. Demonologists varied 
in their fantasies as to the individual facets of this illusory gather-
ing, but they all agreed that the witches’ Sabbat was the ‘inversion’ 
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and antithesis of the Christian world.1 The concept of the witches’ 
Sabbat as interpreted by learned elite culture presented dramatically 
negative images which evoked not only the idea of a gathering in 
which Christian rituals were systematically inverted, but also visions 
of an anti-society with deviant and aggressive norms. Satan’s fol-
lowers possessed characteristics which should be abhorred by any 
Christian person, therefore the witch stood at the end of every scale 
of moral values: the witch image contains parodic symbols, such as 
the witches’ feast as a mirror of conviviality, symbols of perversion 
such as incest and bestiality, necrophile fantasies such as the boil-
ing up of childrens’ bodies, and general ideas of inversion, such as 
nocturnalism.

This went so far that the Catholic theologian Binsfeld, for example, 
saw the activities of this satanic organization not only as a threat to 
Christian society but as a danger to the entire physical existence of 
humanity. He wrote in 1592:

The male and female witches (‘malefici’) associate with the Devil to 
the detriment of human beings and the destruction of all things 
that are important for the well-being of body and soul.... For this 
reason the above-mentioned law calls them enemies of common 
 welfare.... The male and female witches associate with the Devil to 
ruin the human race.2

In this description of these demonic and destructive troops Binsfeld 
uses the grammatical masculine plural but semantically gender-
neutral term witches (‘malefici’) in order to include both sexes in his 
statement.

In 1606 the Catholic judge Boguet wrote of the ‘countless number [of 
witches] proliferating by the day’.3 He compared this Devil’s sect with 
a Hydra whose heads always regrew when cut off, and which in this 
era of the ‘Antichrist’ had to be combatted with the greatest severity if 
the Christian world was to be saved.4 In another edition of his treatise 
he estimated the number of witches of both sexes at 1,800,000,5 all of 
whom were set to destroy Christian society.

The witch commissioner Schultheiß was of the opinion that the 
Christian way of life could only be saved by the employment and 
active deployment of witch persecutors, for the power of the Devil 
and his agents was so great ‘that even if there was an interruption 
of only a few years in the extirpation process, Christianity would be 
suppressed’.6
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The French jurist, Bodin, in particular, was key to divesting the Devil’s 
sect of its anonymity, for he ascribed their destructive works to a wide 
range of people:

I have said that Satan has [male] witches of all different qualities: He 
used to have several popes. He has kings, princes, priests, preachers 
and in several places judges, doctors, in short he has people of all 
professions ...7

This clearly shows that the threat emanating from the Devil’s sect is 
upmost in Bodin’s mind; the gender of the Devil’s agents was important 
but not key. The princes play a major role in this power struggle between 
the divine and satanic worlds, for agents of the Devil are to be found 
even amongst their number. And it was precisely these people who were 
leading humanity to a bloodbath. Their activity, in Bodin’s mind an 
indisputable and proven fact, was an indicator of the degree of political 
and social subversion which had already penetrated Christian society. 
Their intention, Bodin argued, was to reverse the positive values of the 
Christian community – where they had not already destroyed them:

Furthermore, Satan has nothing greater than his appeal to the 
princes. For since they have become immersed in this, they must 
do Satan’s will, that is they mock all religion and provide their sub-
jects with examples of all manner of lasciviousness, incest, parricide, 
 cruelty, exacting taxes and exciting sedition among their subjects, or 
[inciting] civil war to see bloodshed ...8

According to Bodin, sheer numbers – he gives 100,000 to 300,000 as a 
likely figure – as well as the wide span of the organization’s membership 
are the reasons for its great power.9

This perception of magic aggressors, then, is of a secret coalition of 
downright rebels and executors of the Devil’s will who constitute an 
offensive and powerful anti-society in the cosmic-political struggle 
against divine and natural law.10 The background given by the above 
remarks shows the quality the witches’ sect was assumed to have, as 
well as the allegedly vast numbers of people in the form of female and 
male witches who stood ready to fight as the enemies of Christianity.

This witch image belongs to a dualistic view of the world in which 
two antagonistic supreme beings stood vis-à-vis one another in the 
struggle for the power over the material world and human souls. Such 
a notion was in contradiction to the Christian notion of monotheism, 
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in which there was only one God and where the Devil was a function 
of God, playing only a subordinate role in the doings of the world.11 
Although this dualistic interpretation had been rejected several times 
in the history of the Catholic church, it re-emerged in later years, par-
ticularly after the Council of Trent, and was further disseminated in 
Counter-Reformation preaching.

Such a witchcraft paradigm structure is a variant of a conspiracy 
theory12 which is characterized by the following: irrationality despite 
a high degree of logical consistency;13 large numbers of aggressors act-
ing collectively within a given society;14 a mentality based on radical 
dualist thinking and antagonistic structures15 and; a perception of the 
opponents as depersonalized beings and not as individuals.16

All features of the witch image correspond to the typical elements 
of a conspiracy theory, the function of which it is to simplify percep-
tion of complex situations and relations, especially in times of social 
change. At the same time, such explanations offer some relief from the 
pressure of reality in an apparently complicated or crisis-prone world. 
Conspiracy theories also provide material suitable for the projection of 
one’s own ideas and goals onto others, where they can then be combat-
ted. Projections are operations in which the acting subjects misjudge 
or fail to recognize feelings, desires and fears of their own, which they 
then relocate, outside of their own persons, in other people. These stig-
matized substitutes often reach oversize proportions in people’s projec-
tions.17 Such mechanisms mean that conspiracy theories are helpful 
in providing (apparent) explanations of political, social and economic 
changes in society which have not been understood or assimilated, and 
in presenting a definable social group as the originators of this crisis 
and change.

The integrating power of the witch fantasies lay in the fact that they 
attributed the structural changes of the early modern era and the dis-
tinct economic crises since 1560 to the works of a Devil’s sect recruited 
among both women and men. In gender-neutral terms ‘evil folk’18 – as 
they became known in many regions of the Holy Roman Empire – 
were at work. It was considered imperative to expose and to remove 
from the face of the earth as many members of these auxiliary troops 
as possible, and thus to break the power of evil, for these men and 
women – unlike the unassailable Devil himself – were identifiable.

The belief in the existence of a powerful and threatening Devil’s sect 
was a mirror of contemporary structures and reflected, in particular, 
fantasies of an inverted hierarchical centralization, although such a 
process was, in fact, clearly taking place in the real world. In this world, 
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however, it was not the Devil who was taking over and expanding his 
power, but the secular rulers whose disciplining offensive was begin-
ning to make their powers seem boundless. In the same move, however, 
such conspiracy theories provided a legitimization for contemporary 
political and constitutional change: 17th century rulers increasingly 
came to understand the early modern state as a community whose 
metaphysical purpose was to achieve the salvation of its subjects. The 
overriding goal was the creation of an ideal Christian state, not only 
in Geneva where church and secular community were one. Through 
a Christianization of the community the new state was to acquire the 
character of a salvationist community and, by barring all blemish and 
evil, to avert the wrath of God.19 Such objectives were particularly in 
evidence in a number of Catholic territories in which the witch-hunts 
were characterized by the high proportion of male victims.

In order to safeguard this world in a period characterized by fear 
and an increasingly gloomy world view, the authorities throughout the 
empire enforced this policy and lent it moral impetus by passing mani-
fold decrees and laws on their subjects: Faith (both how and what was 
practised), marital life, clothing for all occasions, care of the poor, eco-
nomic processes and travelling all began to be regulated from above; 
what is more, the new norms were formulated and applied by a growing 
bureaucracy and increasing number of jurists. Sanctions were increas-
ingly applied to behaviour which merely appeared to be deviant and 
not only to behaviour which was actually deviant in a legal sense.20 
There is no doubt that the whole population gradually became subject 
to this social change and to the new norms.21

Economic crises and the resulting periods of hunger meant that many 
subjects began to express their desire to expel female and male witches 
from their villages and towns. These economic slumps were followed by 
regulatory and disciplinatory strategies on the part of the authorities, 
an expression of a general hardening of people’s mentalities.

The charges brought against men – and in some regions against large 
numbers of men – by the authorities and by members of the public 
in the context of the witch persecutions between 1530 and 1730 were 
one aspect of this sustained development. This in no way calls into 
question the prevalence of women among the persecuted; however, the 
disparate images of the male and female sex wore off in the idea of the 
incarnation of evil, embodied by the female and the male witch and 
merged in the concept of ‘witch folk’ as the agents of evil, with both 
sexes joining forces as members of the ominous Devil’s sect. To the 
successors of the Biblical Eve a new male partner had now been added 
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who was similar in nature to the image of the easily influenced and 
religiously weak-willed woman of the early modern period. The trials of 
the so-called male witches were initiated both ‘from below’ and ‘from 
above’, but were more frequently carried out and approved in territories 
where the demonology of the ruling faith gave theological backing to 
persecution.

Within this thought complex the male witch represented a fateful 
construct in a period permeated by pessimism and fear and character-
ized by intensive human conflict as a result of severe economic crises, 
by rulers whose aim it was to make subjects out of their people, and in 
which Christianity became an ideology.
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