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Preface

Witchcraft persecutions in Bavaria — isn’t there already a monograph on
the subject, and a noteworthy one at that? Even today, Sigmund Riezler’s
highly recommendable History of Witch-Trials in Bavaria (Munich, 1896)
makes for good reading, and, like Burckhardt’s Culture of the Renaissance
in Italy, or Huizinga’s Waning of the Middle Ages, is now a literary classic:
its findings may be dated, but its powerful prose, scholarly facility and
breadth of presentation never fail to stimulate. Nowadays, what estab-
lished historian would dare to open their scholarly portrayal with anticleri-
cal polemics and, after a radical critique of a colleague (Ranke!), culminate
in a plea against his ‘cold, earnest’ narrative, arguing instead for one which
‘allows emotions to have their say as well’? To act as if one held no
opinions, Riezler added, was the mere affectation of modesty. Yet much of
this sounds remarkably modern indeed, and reminds us of similar debates
in recent years . . .

However, this study does not simply continue where Riezler left off.
International research has made great strides and, above all, has refined its
methods in the past two decades. Futhermore, our own historical situation
and, consequently, our cognisant interests changed dramatically. Riezler
and his contemporaries lived in the certainty that horrors like witchcraft
persecutions could never recur on German soil. If we now know better,
then hardly as a consequence of laudable achievements, but subsequent
events have inextricably altered our perspectives. Together with Macfar-
lane and with ethnologists, we have learned to appreciate the social func-
tion of witchcraft accusations, and Midelfort has taught us to take contem-
porary discourse much more seriously. A lofty disdain for seemingly
distant modes of thought is no longer tenable.

In my own considered opinion, it is only too comfortable for us to apply
‘modern’ criteria in judgement of witchcraft. After all, one has to consider
the major differences between present social and mental structures and
those of the distant past. At its core, the contingency of witchcraft re-
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Xiv  Preface

mained a basic conviction during the later Middle Ages and the early
modern period. If witchcraft was plausible, then it was logically consistent
to threaten its misuse with punishment. Furthermore, evidence of witch-
craft was always extremely difficult to obtain because, unlike other
‘weapons’, it was intangible and hidden. Beyond that, the source of witch-
craft’s power and its actual capabilities were hotly debated issues that
forced human understanding to its limits. The demonological literature of
the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries, so obscure to us now, found a wide
audience. It is no coincidence that leading intellectuals of the time, includ-
ing many we might hardly suspect, occupied themselves with it; even
sceptical philosophers like Montaigne, Descartes, Althusius, Hobbes and
Thomasius cogitated on the problem. For common people, jurists, theolo-
gians, town magistrates and local governments, witchcraft was an every-
day, though hardly a routine matter. ‘Human blood is not calves’ blood’,
as one seventeenth-century jurist at the University of Dillingen put it.
Because witch-hunting posed enormous theoretical problems and (owing
to the apparently imminent danger) practical urgency, it is central to the
history of early modern Europe. Witchcraft-beliefs evoked bitter debates,
since three essential, early-modern ‘world-views’ collided on that very
point; a traditional folk-culture of magical beliefs, a new, fanatical, relig-
ious zealotry stemming from the Reformation/Counter-Reformation, and
an equally new secular rationalism, an early modern reason of state.
Certainly, neither a conflict between ideological and pragmatic reasoning
nor a confrontation with unfamiliar modes of thought is novel. Sometimes
we might even recognise historical parallels.

The following regional comparison focuses on the former Duchy of
Bavaria, its neighbours in eastern Swabia, southern portions of present-
day Central Franconia and the Upper Palatinate, a region defined here as
‘southeastern Germany’. Its witches did not fly to the Blocksberg (Fran-
conia and central Germany) or the Heuberg (southwestern Germany).
Neither were they called Hexen, Zauberer (sorcerers) nor, as in northern
Franconia, Trutten, but rather Unholden. Their persecution began relative-
ly late, but Bavaria eventually developed the most comprehensive witch-
craft-legislation in Europe. And, as we will presently see, this region was
peculiar in many other respects; but how could it be otherwise?
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