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Introduction: What is a Witch?

What is a witch? To answer that question, we have to start with another: What is magic, the force witches use? That answer depends on time and place. In early history, magic was considered to be a power innate in healers, shamans and religious leaders across multiple cultures. It allowed them to go beyond natural abilities, to change the world in inexplicable ways. Communities would have several such magical workers, combining medical and priestly roles. There was no clear line between their magical healing and harming, since good and bad magic were two aspects of the same force. On Monday a user of magic might bless you, on Thursday they might curse you – that was just how things were. If you felt a magically gifted person was using that force to do harm, you might vilify them as a ‘witch’ – a user of evil magic – and you might hold a local trial and mandate repentance. You might banish or kill the witch if their crimes were unacceptable. But witchcraft accusations would not spread widely, and, on the whole, you would not begin to believe all magic was evil. Some societies were concerned about this possibility – the ancient Greeks and Romans feared magic was inherently ungodly – but most retained a blurry notion that magic could be a force for good.

This changed in Europe during the medieval period, when a new theological science was established: the study of devils or demons, appropriately called ‘demonology’. By the 1400s, the Christian clergymen who developed demonology had convincingly claimed a unique insight into the workings of the cosmos and God’s will. Now, demonologists argued, witchcraft was not just good magic gone bad; it was envisioned as a career committed to wickedness, setting itself against the church. The imaginative world of the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries was crammed with curses and blessings, angels, devils, ghosts, spirits that could invade bodies, fairies, elves and, ruling over it all, a benevolent God. Demonologists did not perceive the Christian God’s supernatural ability as part of that wider magical universe, however. Their deity’s powers, and the miracle-working of his priests, were not classed as magic. Instead they were thought of as springing from religious truth, a special class of power reserved for Christian clergymen. Therefore, all the other supernatural powers swirling about in the world must be lesser, and they came to be seen as evil witchcraft.

The either/or thinking that shaped demonology developed partly because the Christian Church was splitting internally. What began as a series of arguments over church doctrine soon escalated into violence, part of a culture war called, with bland understatement, the ‘Reformation’. The Reformation’s disagreements forced people to choose between Catholic (traditional) and Protestant (reformed) sects. This religious conflict began with good intentions when pious Catholics challenged their church’s leaders to be better Christians. The pope, cardinals and bishops were no longer humble preachers, reformers argued, but palace-dwelling oligarchs condoning the sins of rich donors. Mystics like Caterina of Siena, scholars like Jan Hus and translators like John Wycliffe began to claim alternative sources of Christian wisdom: visions from God, reinterpretations of ancient texts. Some reformers were embraced by the church, but others were cast out. In the sixteenth century hundreds of thousands left the main body of the church to form their own sect, Protestantism.

As hatred between the two sides grew, it became permissible to kill fellow Christians, now branded as demonic opponents; something that Christians had been inflicting upon Jews and Muslims for many centuries but had now turned on each other.1 Catholics and Protestants came to regard each other as heretics: misbelievers, haters of the true church and therefore, in binary thinking, Satan’s people. The punishment for heresy was to be burned alive.

In such a violently divided culture, suspicion bred suspicion; leaders of both sects soon began to investigate whether Satan had other agents within their congregations. Before the fifteenth century, most churchmen regarded the healers and diviners in their communities as ineffective fantasists – mild sinners trafficking in charms and curses who couldn’t do much harm. But as Reformation either/or logic sunk in, the fear grew that these magical practitioners had an evil source of power: Satan. If the force they used wasn’t obviously Christian, it must be evil. That would make them witches, and it was a short step from burning heretics to burning witches; although not identical, both were enemies of God. The magic deployed by the career witch was simply a maximally dangerous type of heresy.2



Who were the people accused of witchcraft? Most witches were thought to be female. Although healers and shamans could be of either sex, as magic became associated with evil, so it also moved towards association with women; Christian priests were all male. While many churchmen were good Christians, true to their gospel of love, others were obsessed with the regulation of women: their sexuality, conduct and thought. There were female saints in Catholic theology and Christ’s mother, Mary, was a venerated figure – such female role models were deemed acceptable – but clergymen brooded over Eve, the first woman. Eve had lived peaceably with her husband Adam until she succumbed to Satan’s temptation to eat a fruit symbolising knowledge. She fell into sin, persuaded Adam to join her and condemned their descendants to damnation unless they led repentant lives. Churchmen educated on the Eve myth – often celibate as part of their religious commitment – therefore tended to distrust women as dangerous rebels, rather like heretics. Women’s minds were clearly easily confused by demonic lies, and what was worse, their tongues then talked men into sin, these churchmen wrote. If a demonologist was looking for Satan’s people, it was logical he would start with women.

Just as Eve had been corrupted by Satan, so fifteenth-century women were also seen as open to his suggestions. These were not just mental temptations but were imagined as physical appearances by the devil offering practical help. By the 1480s, demonologists thought if a woman was poor, Satan could appear offering money or goods and actually enrich her. If she resented obeying men, he could free her. If she wanted companionship, the devil could visit as a lover or a pet. If she wanted revenge, he could crush her enemies. Satan might appear in human or animal form as a ‘familiar’, a supposedly friendly spirit. But if he offered you his services, his fee would be your soul, your link to God and your hope of a place in heaven. Once you accepted this pact – donating your soul in exchange for assistance – Satan would mark you with a blemish or growth, showing you belonged to him. And then he would lend you the power you’d wanted, and you would become a witch.

A witch could make her enemy’s wife sick, steal his cows’ milk, harm his goods, crops or health, or kill him, demonologists explained. And once the deal was done, the witch was damned. She would join Satan’s church, an evil-twin opposite of Christianity. Its congregations would perform obscene rites at meetings called ‘Sabbaths’, a word echoing the name given to the Christian holy day. At these meetings – to which they were sometimes thought to fly on animals or broomsticks – witches worshipped the devil and sought new recruits to give their souls to Satan. The devil, demonologists decided, was not just a tempter and facilitator of evil; their new science concluded he had become the witches’ god, a worker of wonders served with murder and mayhem. Their either/or inverted thinking – God/devil, devout/heretical, Christian/witch – prompted mass witch trials. After all, if witches were totally evil, enemies of God and humanity, the only possible response was to put them on trial, convict and kill them. Hundreds of witches were tried by churches and states – executed, imprisoned or exiled as enemies of God and humanity.

Of course, that was demonological theory, rather than reality. It was impossible to prove that magic actually caused illness and death; no physical evidence of Satanic Sabbaths was found and verbal accounts of them varied widely. So if we don’t believe that the people accused of witchcraft really did kill their enemies with curses or worship at a Satanic church, then how do we explain their accusation? Misogyny plays a crucial part here, underlying the accusers’ fear, hatred and discrimination. Most accused witches were poorer women, some with unusual beliefs about religion or an assertive manner that worried their neighbours. Some were comparatively wealthy, but still attracted their community’s dislike. Some were older women, widows living alone. But many were younger women: with or without children, some married, others not, some working, others begging. They were often women who their communities perceived had been hurt, bullied, jilted, refused charity or a job. Their neighbours sometimes heard them spitting out sharp words.

Then something happened to a person who had offended the suspected witch: their cow died, their child had visions, their ship sank. People began to think a witch had caused the harm. Perhaps in reality the accused had attempted magic. They were often individuals without much power in their societies, and the idea that a disempowered person could use magic did offer hope – which was in actuality limited by gender, economic status or differences of belief and opportunity. But sometimes there was no compelling evidence that suspects had done anything magical at all.

Either way, when the accused people were arrested and dragged to the minister or magistrate, it would not be unusual for them to confess to witchcraft, or at least admit to a belief in magic. An accused witch would have her own folk beliefs about witches and magic, often differing from her interrogators’ fears. Left to herself, she was more likely to imagine performing healing charms than curses, say she had interacted with ill-defined spirits rather than devils, and invent folkloric stories about bargains with fairies or ghosts instead of formal Satanic worship. But under pressure, her story would likely come to align with her accusers’ to the extent that conviction was plausible.3

In some jurisdictions, suspects were tortured – torture using specially designed apparatus was legal across much of Europe. A tortured person might confess anything: mass witch-meetings, devil-worship, orgies, grave-robbing, baby-killing, flying, cannibalism. The interrogators’ own anxieties regarding what was evil, forbidden or taboo would influence what they asked suspects and, therefore, what was confessed. And even in jurisdictions where torture was banned, a witchcraft suspect would be intimidated by the officials who questioned her – churchmen and magistrates, lords and kings. Normally these men paid little attention to women like her, so she told them what they wanted to hear. She might be bullied, lied to, threatened. In some places sleep deprivation – not understood to be torture – was permitted.4 Under this assault she might dredge from her memory some charms she had used – angry thoughts she’d had about trader Peter; spiteful words she’d spat at farmer Anna.

Even if she had done nothing wrong and confessed nothing under interrogation, the accused person would be sent to the court that judged suspected witches in her locality. Medieval and Reformation Europe was full of jurisdictional confusion. Where Catholicism was the official faith (broadly, across middle, southern and eastern Europe), church officials known as inquisitors often led witch trials, although bishops, parliaments, secular rulers and local magistrates also had their own jurisdictions. In Protestant areas (largely the north and west) state authorities replaced religious courts. Increasingly, as demonology moved west to America, a witch trial might be prompted by ordinary people, low-level officials or amateur investigators. In state courts, there was no inquisitor. Instead, multiple accusers would give evidence to a panel of judges or jury of citizens, who would decide the verdict. At the trial, the suspected witch might be exonerated and freed. But she might be sentenced to penance, imprisonment, exile or death by hanging or burning. It depended on the laws of her church or state whether she was shamed, banished or killed as an enemy of her people. Because that, by the late fifteenth century, was the answer to the question: ‘What is a witch?’ Witches were the representation of everything evil. They were the enemy.



In telling this seven-century story, Witchcraft: A History in Thirteen Trials shows how the demonological idea of the witch originated and grew, changed over time but did not die. Instead, it was repurposed so that witches continue to be put on trial globally. The image of the witch as the devil-aligned enemy spread across the Christian world – which is the focus of this book – from the fifteenth to the eighteenth century. In Part One, the book tells six stories of witch trials, moving from those conducted directly by high officials of church and state to others run by more autonomous citizens who had absorbed the ideas of demonologists.

All the ‘witches’ of Part One are women. This is because, as we’ve seen, a particular focus of anxiety at fifteenth- to eighteenth- century witch trials was female knowledge, with Eve as the model. Throughout history women have had little access to training in theology, law, medicine and other professions. But they have possessed expert knowledge of the female body and domestic sciences. In medieval and early modern Europe people often believed magic was essential to that knowledge. Most places had female magical practitioners – nurses, charmers, advisors, midwives – sometimes earning money from their unofficial wisdom. Some of the witches of Part One are this kind of woman.

To help a sick baby such women might chant prayers and spells, advise on feeding and care, correctly or not. To bless faulty brewing or dairying, they might throw a hot iron object into a beer vat or milk pan. They might touch a patient to transmit healing, or prescribe a herbal drink. They might sell blessing charms: seeds in a cloth bag, a dried animal’s foot, a written prayer. Women who were not magical practitioners, just ordinary housewives or gentlewomen, also used such prayers, tips and charms, and so did some men. But church and state authorities came to dislike these signs of power. Sometimes, not unfairly, they judged the remedies useless, but they also thought them demonic: if they didn’t work naturally and were unsanctioned by the church, maybe the devil operated them. Patients and clients for whom magic had not worked well might come to agree. Because of these suspicions and the association of women with sin, female magical practitioners were often accused at witch trials.

But they were accused alongside other women, some of whom had used their services, some of whom were suspected of witchcraft for other reasons. Among the other reasons to think that women were witches were suspicions of heresy and a reputation for promiscuity. Some of the witches of Part One were seen as misbelievers, members of the ‘wrong’ Christian sect or actively opposed to Christian power. Some were indigenous people, who had their own religion. Other women accused of witchcraft in Part One were thought to have extramarital lovers or they had given birth to illegitimate children, both of which marked them out as transgressors against Christian morality. Their unregulated sexual activities and their lone child-bearing troubled their accusers, and were thought to be linked to special female knowl-edges about sex and fertility.

In many jurisdictions, women made up 75–90 per cent of the accused, a huge overrepresentation. Men were also tried and, in a few places, were in a majority among suspects. But overwhelmingly witchcraft was a female crime. Some historians have interpreted witch trials as a gendered persecution, sex-related if not sex-specific, but most have examined economic, social and political factors in accusations. One persuasive insight has been that poorer people were disproportionately more likely to be accused than richer people. People who stood out because of their character, beliefs, behaviour or unpopular life choices were also likely suspects. Religious and political strife bred witch trials, setting communities against each other. Once the period of European colonisation began globally in the fifteenth century, it’s also clear that indigenous peoples were often selected for accusation because of their religious and racial differences from colonists. All these insights are important and are discussed in this book. But surprisingly often the preponderance of female suspects is overlooked or minimised by scholars, as if it were too obvious to mention or was secondary to another explanation.5 This book foregrounds the fact that women of all kinds were overwhelmingly the victims of witch trials, and that misogyny still haunts global cultures. If we miss this fact, we fail to understand the persecution carried out under the name of ‘witchcraft’, and cannot account fully for the continuing weaponisation of the concept today.

Once the demonological idea of the witch had been created, it did not matter when the world changed and an ‘Enlightenment’ brought deeper interest in scientific experimentation and greater religious tolerance. By the mid-eighteenth century, the Christian world no longer needed mass trials of practising witches; it was a subtler, more nuanced place. Minds and laws began to change. Explanations of misfortune altered, often through increased understanding and knowledge of the natural world and medicine. For some people the either/or habit of mind weakened, replaced by exploring complexity: the puzzles of biology, philosophy, economics. Demonology declined and conspiracy theories grew after the French Revolution, with a new enemy in the form of secret societies: Freemasons, Jesuits, Illuminati. This extended to other marginalised groups; Jewish people were often targeted, as they had been throughout history.6 By the late nineteenth century the supposed enemies might be spiritualists, anarchists, communists, suffragists, homosexual people, and, in the twentieth century, civil rights campaigners and anti-colonial nationalists joined the list.

These enemies were no longer called witches, and the perceived threat they posed to the established order would vary, but often, and tellingly, attacks on them were called ‘witch-hunts’ by opponents. Indeed, suspects were treated in ways echoing the witch trials of earlier centuries. This new type of witch trial is the focus of Part Two: post-demonological but still based on the binary thinking of demonology. Old habits die surprisingly hard, and the idea of the enemy within remained. People still demanded scapegoats and politicians still needed enemies. These metaphorical witches of Part Two carried right on being women of all kinds, poorer women and men, those who were noticeable for their religious or cultural politics, race, non-conforming sexuality or unorthodox religion. Where once they imagined a Satanic church, people now feared a new ‘evil’.

However, many people, then and now, believed and believe in the literal existence of witches. Not everyone in the Christian world experienced secularisation, revolutionary changes in political structures or the belief that modern citizens should care more about society than religion. Christianity expanded globally during the colonial era of the late eighteenth to twentieth centuries, and its missionaries and worshippers took with them the demonological image of the witch, whether they meant to or not. They met believers in many other kinds of witchcraft and magic across all continents, cultures and religions, and changed them as they encountered them, often adding demonology to indigenous beliefs. There is no global consensus, therefore, that witches have ceased to exist.

Part Three of the book concludes the story of witchcraft in history by exploring the meaning of real and metaphorical witches and witch trials today across two continents, Africa and North America. In some parts of the world, even today, the practice of vigorously persecuting a neighbour who is viewed as demonic or suspected of practising witchcraft is distressingly common; exiling, imprisoning or killing them after official or unofficial witch trials that are absolutely real. Meanwhile others joyfully claim the identity ‘witch’ because they are followers of modern pagan religions, believing magic to be real – sometimes as an effective tool against political enemies, often as a personally empowering faith. These people can also be subject to persecution.



The witch in all these forms has long been the subject of fascination for historians, but often, ‘witches’ appears in scholarly studies merely to illustrate a theory about the selection of suspects. The circumstances and life stories of those individuals as people – just like you and me – have often been ignored. So this book aims to tell the accused witches’ stories largely from their own perspective, adding newly researched information about their backgrounds and families, beliefs, hopes and fears, their history rather than the history of their persecutors. We’ll see what happened to them in their social, political and economic context but the focus will be on what their experience felt like to them. Witch trials are intended to exercise power over others – to hurt, silence, judge and kill. If we don’t feel that pain and the resentment it should spark, we can’t understand the illegitimacy, the sheer wrongness, of persecution. If we don’t feel it, how can we fight it? So, where I can, I get close to the accused, call them by the names they called themselves, imagine what they would have seen, heard, smelled, thought. Women’s history in particular is sometimes thought irrecoverable. But this is not always the case. There are gaps in our knowledge of women’s experience, largely due to the fact that court records were written by men whose society conditioned them to misogynistic beliefs and who were not much interested in the lives of those they condemned. But some of those gaps can be filled by further research or creative thinking. This is not a history of speculation; its sources, including original records and expert studies, appear in the notes. Armed with this research, the book’s aim is to give back identities other than ‘witch’ to the accused, allowing you to discover and know them yourself.7

Witches continue to be the products of people’s fears, the embodiment of the other, and the witch trial remains a useful mechanism for those in power. As some marginalised groups have gained more leverage over the last three centuries, the image of the witch continues to be a helpful tool for their suppression – and it is becoming more common to hear of witch trials, not less. By the end of the book, I hope you’ll know how to recognise a witch and take their side against the accuser, the inquisitor, the trial judge and the witch-hunter. An understanding of the history and habits of persecution is of vital importance today, once we see that witches are still on trial.




PART ONE ORIGINS




CHAPTER ONE The Trial of Helena Scheuberin: A Demonologist Hammers Witches

In Innsbruck, Austria, stands a house with golden tiles that sparkle in the crisp Alpine sunshine. The house is on Innsbruck’s main square, and its golden roof shelters a balcony looking over the market. In the 1480s the house belonged to Innsbruck’s rulers: Archduke Sigismund of Austria and his wife Katharina. Sigismund was a mini-emperor, one of Europe’s richest Catholic princes. From his windows, he observed stalls selling Venetian glass, silks and spices from China and Indonesia, Alpine salt and silverware, German wurst and wines. Innsbruck made its money – kreutzers and, later, the silver thalers that became the dollar – from the German and Italian trade routes that met in the city. Its citizens eagerly displayed their fortunes in fancy goods and indeed golden roof tiles. Sigismund’s wealth-creating merchants lived around the market and bridge over the River Inn, the ‘Inn’s brücke’ giving the city its name. Festivals, pageants and religious dramas took place there on feast days. African dancers and Polish musicians entertained crowds wolfing down strudel pastries and pale Tyrolean beer. The square also housed Innsbruck’s governmental buildings, and on the morning of Saturday 29 October 1485, onlookers saw dignitaries converging on the town hall. Many were long-robed priests, wrapped in black wool against the winter chill. Clerks scurried about with books and papers. They had assembled these records for a witch trial.

Innsbruck’s town hall was the heart of municipal life. Councillors met to do business, there were shops on the ground floor, and above the meeting rooms and public offices soared a huge watchtower, 180 feet high. From the tower, guards surveyed city life and the countryside beyond the walls. They watched for fires, invaders and disturbers of the peace, whom they could arrest and hold in a prison within the town hall. In these cells, in October 1485, seven witchcraft suspects waited to be called into court. All were women: Helena Scheuberin, Barbara Selachin, Barbara Hüfeysen, Agnes Schneiderin, Barbara Pflieglin, Rosina Hochwartin and Rosina’s mother, also called Barbara. They had already been questioned in the building’s council hall, to which they would return for their trial, and all had been imprisoned for several weeks. Now they were to be charged with witchcraft in a trial planned by their judge, the inquisitor Heinrich Kramer. Inquisitors were the top Catholic officials who investigated heresies – beliefs contravening church teachings. By the late fifteenth century, some churchmen thought witchcraft was a heresy whose supporters worshipped the devil. Heinrich Kramer was one of these new-generation thinkers, a demonologist. He wanted a show trial to demonstrate demonological theory.

The story of the witch trial that gripped Innsbruck in 1485 starts with Heinrich’s obsession with witches, which was part of his obsession with silencing dissent. He’d been born in about 1430 at Schlettstadt in Alsatia at a time when Reformers were attacking the Catholic Church’s hierarchy in the region. Young Heinrich had the intellect necessary to provide a defence for the church; he became a monk, a big step up, since he was from a shopkeeping family, and rose fast in his profession. By 1474 Heinrich was an inquisitor, investigating all kinds of heresy, but it was witchcraft that fascinated him. In the 1480s, most churchmen still held quite traditional views of witches, thinking them ineffective dreamers, dabblers in curses and charms. But over the last half century an influential minority, Heinrich among them, had come to believe that witches were devil-worshippers who had given their souls to Satan, who prayed to the devil, who killed animals and people, and performed every evil they could imagine. Or rather, that Heinrich could imagine.1 As a celibate monk, Heinrich knew little of the women he suspected. He imagined them shallow, vain creatures, seductive, untrustworthy, obsessed with sex and power. Like the incel culture that has grown up in our digital age, some medieval churchmen sought a way to blame women for their sexuality while simultaneously expressing their own fascination with it. Heinrich’s brooding in that subject convinced him that, since the devil was male, witches would have sex with him as part of their Satanic deal. Then, just like Eve, they would use their power to deceive men. It seems astonishing that churchmen could invent and spread such beliefs, but this new thinking, demonology, caught on in scholarly circles.

Heinrich had perfected his personal demonological theory and method of witch-hunting the year before, in Ravensburg, about a hundred miles west of Innsbruck. He had arrived in the town in 1484 bearing a letter from the local overlord, which, as in Innsbruck, was Archduke Sigismund, the man with the golden roof who ruled much of Austria along with parts of Germany, Hungary and Italy. Working with the town’s authorities, Heinrich then interrogated women under torture as was, unfortunately, his right as an Austrian inquisitor. In Ravensburg, he focused on two, Anna of Mindelheim and Agnes Baderin. Under his questioning, which planted ideas in their terrified minds, both women confessed. They confirmed Heinrich’s theories: yes, they had killed horses, caused storms and worshipped the devil. Anna and Agnes also confessed to having sex with devils and even causing a man’s penis to disappear. Why? Because Heinrich hypothesised that female witches hated men and wanted to castrate them. It was a ludicrous hypothesis, one that could only have occurred in a male-dominated society, but bizarre as Heinrich’s particular brand of demonology was, Anna and Agnes were burned alive because of it.2

In August 1485 Heinrich Kramer arrived in Innsbruck. After the Ravensburg executions, he had reported his witch-hunting success to Archduke Sigismund. As a churchman he was in theory independent of Sigismund’s secular control, but for practical, political reasons, if Heinrich wanted to continue his investigations, then Sigismund would need to agree. Heinrich had also reported back to the pope, however, and was able to show Sigismund papal decrees authorising his demonological work and telling the archduke to cooperate. So, if he wanted to keep the pope’s favour, Sigismund had to help. He had no desire to see heretics or witches flourishing in his archduchy, surely, and, according to Heinrich, this was the case. But although he went along with Heinrich’s witch-hunt, Sigismund was irritated by the church’s power. Here was an inquisitor sweeping in, telling the archduke what to do. What if Heinrich disrupted communities that were peaceably getting on, making money for their secular ruler? And so, Sigismund’s support was not unconditional; he wasn’t going to shelter witches under his golden roof, but nor did he want the flow of merchants’ money that had funded it to dry up.

Heinrich met similar ambivalence from the Bishop of Brixen, whose diocese was part of Sigismund’s archduchy. Bishop Georg Golser had been recently confirmed in post after decades of political conflict between the archduke, the pope and Georg’s predecessor as bishop, who had fought constantly over control of lands, religious institutions, courts and taxes. Bishop Georg had no desire to damage relations with Sigismund, so recently repaired. He thought Heinrich a good scholar, was in awe of his letters from the pope and had no reason to be suspicious of his motives, but, acting on advice from Sigismund, he wrote to several trusted colleagues asking them to observe the inquisitor’s proceedings – under the guise of assisting him, of course. Like Sigismund, Georg was right to be worried that events would get out of control. But what neither could have foreseen was the pivotal part to be played by a woman: someone with no role in church or state, no trading empire, no reputation as a theologian or politician and who was expected to sit quietly while men were talking about spiritual matters. This woman was the first to be investigated as a witch in Innsbruck and her name was Helena Scheuberin.



Helena was born and brought up in Innsbruck. Eight years before Heinrich’s arrival, she’d married the merchant Sebastian Scheuber. As was conventional, her surname ‘Scheuberin’ was Sebastian’s surname with the suffix ‘-in’ to indicate her femininity, so we don’t know her own family name. When she married in 1477, Helena was a good catch, and as well as Sebastian she had had another admirer, the archduke’s cook – no humble pot-stirrer but manager of the archduke’s kitchens. He couldn’t win Helena and instead married a Bavarian woman. Then, in 1485, when Helena was probably in her thirties, this man and his wife walked from Sigismund’s court to meet Heinrich Kramer and accuse Helena of witchcraft. The cook told Heinrich that he and Helena had been lovers before her marriage and that she ‘would have been glad’ to marry him. When they split up, he claimed, they had remained friends. She had married Sebastian Scheuber, and then attended her ex-boyfriend’s wedding. But who really dumped whom? If Helena was so smitten by this man, why did she marry before he did? It was at his wedding that the rumours began. The cook – not named in the evidence because he was allowed to make anonymous accusations – said that at the reception Helena told his bride, ‘You shall not have many good and healthy days here.’3 Maybe she meant something innocuous by this, or perhaps she never said it at all – or maybe her remark really was hostile. Either way, the bride thought she heard a threat to bewitch her. In her evidence to Heinrich on 18 October 1485, she reported only one healthy month since her wedding seven years earlier.

Meanwhile, since her own marriage, Helena had remained attractive. According to her neighbours, she had had ‘an intimate friendship’ with a knight, Jörg Spiess, and he had wanted more,4 but Helena had rejected his advances. Jörg had been devastated and died suddenly in spring 1485. On 15 October, the Spiess family responded to Heinrich’s public invitation to witch-accusers – given in church during the sermon – and alleged that Helena had murdered Jörg. His brother Hans said that the day Jörg died he had eaten with Helena. He had been ill before this meal but afterwards he seemed panicky, hunched over, talking wildly about poison. ‘I have eaten something I can’t get over,’ he said, and ‘the reason why I’m dying is that that woman killed me!’ Jörg sent his servant to buy a supposedly universal antidote and called a doctor whom he’d been consulting. This physician had told Jörg he should ‘not approach’ Helena anymore, but he hadn’t listened.5 Now, as the doctor tried to console him, Jörg fell down and died. Jörg’s brother Hans told Heinrich, ‘These events were known to the whole population.’ Helena was a celebrity in her little city with a population of just five thousand – a pretty, rich young woman whom people liked to gossip about. And just like today’s celebrities, with that gossip came criticism.

The evidence presented to Heinrich shows Helena had been suspected of witchcraft for at least seven years by this point, with the allegation she’d killed Jörg Spiess added recently. Unfortunately, Hans Spiess was well placed to spread rumours about her; like the cook who told the earlier story about Helena, and several others who informed against her, he worked at Archduke Sigismund’s court. Hans was also a relative of Sigismund’s mistress Anna Spiess.6 In and out of the archduke’s palaces and townhouses, Hans hobnobbed with princes and priests. He even controlled access to the archduke, and in his later evidence against another two suspects, Rosina Hochwartin and her mother, he explained that he was able to stop lobbyists bothering Sigismund. One woman had offered him a bribe of ten gold florins – several hundred dollars in modern terms – to present a petition, he said, such was his influence. Was it Hans who suggested to Sigismund that he allow an investigation of witches in Innsbruck? At least two other accusers worked in Sigismund’s household and these people together may have swayed the archduke into facilitating Heinrich’s visit; presumably they hoped to end the witchcraft threat by getting an expert to remove their enemies.7

If so, they reckoned without Helena Scheuberin. As well as being good-looking and rich, she had a strong personality and opinions. Historians often present Helena as causing trouble by confronting Heinrich in August 1485, but Helena knew that his witch-hunt was wrong and did not see why she should pretend otherwise. She seems to have been less interested in self-protection than in justice. No sooner had Heinrich arrived than Helena began to attack his witch-hunting mission, although she had not yet been accused herself. Later Heinrich wrote to the bishop, Georg Golser, that ‘not only did she harass me with constant rebukes from the start (I had scarcely been in town for three days)’ but ‘one time when I passed her and did not acknowledge her, she spat on the ground, publicly uttering these words: “Pah – you! You lousy monk! I hope you get the falling sickness!”’ It sounds as though Helena was cursing Heinrich with a reference to epilepsy: probably not a literal curse, but capable of being understood as one. ‘For this reason,’ Heinrich primly says to Georg, ‘I had to investigate her name and life for the first time.’8 Luckily for him, there were several people who were more than happy to accuse her of witchcraft.

Heinrich had felt secure coming to Innsbruck and was genuinely surprised by Helena’s challenge. ‘When I was preaching,’ he continued in his letter to Georg, ‘first every day for fifteen days and then on individual holy days over the course of two months, she not only didn’t attend the sermons at all, but even held others back as much as she could.’9 Helena was disgusted by the content of Heinrich’s preaching. Maybe she knew his reputation before he came to Innsbruck, but if not, she quickly decided his views were dangerous nonsense. She told friends his demonology was ‘heretical’, adding, ‘When the devil leads a monk astray, he spouts nothing but heresy. I hope the falling sickness knocks him on the head!’ There are several versions of Helena’s words in the witch-trial records. One account says she shouted at Heinrich, ‘When will the devil take you away?!’ When Heinrich questioned Helena about why she was badmouthing him, she said simply it was because he ‘had preached nothing except against witches’.10 And she was right: the events in Ravensburg the previous year show that Heinrich had a grotesque obsession with witchcraft and was itching to stage another witch trial.

Imagine the fear his sermons must have caused! He rode into town in August, nailed up his papal credentials on church doors, and every day for two weeks spelled out his theory that murderous witches were everywhere. He called for anyone who knew about witchcraft in Innsbruck to come forward. For the town’s women there was no escape. As he bellowed out his sermons, Heinrich surveyed the burghers’ wives grouped in front of him. Each knew she was being assessed: was she listening attentively, responding when prompted? Was she dressed modestly: her linen headdress clean, her neckline high? How much jewellery was she wearing – enough to look like a proud Jezebel? Heinrich wanted women – even smugly wealthy, matronly women in silks and furs – to submit to him, attend to his words. Controlling the congregation’s daily movements to and from church by summoning them to sermons, orchestrating their subjection under his eye, he established his authority on witchcraft matters. Now he intended to have a number of his congregation killed. No wonder Helena was angry.

Helena has been underestimated by history: pitied as a victim or rebuked as a shrew. Few people have read her actual words. When we do, we can see her bravery: she shouts insults at the persecutor of women; she warns others away from his sermons. She was not overreacting, nor was she ignorant of the risk – the lives of women in her town were in danger, so she spoke up. Far from being a witch she was an intelligent, engaged Christian. She knew enough theology to argue with Heinrich when she was questioned in October. In one of his August sermons, Helena accused Heinrich, saying he had spoken heretically. He had described ‘the method of striking a milk jug for finding out about a witch who has taken milk from the cows’. Heinrich was nettled. He was quoting this belief from evidence given to him, he fumed. An accuser had told him someone was stealing her cows’ milk by witchcraft and that to identify the milk-thief she would hang a jug of milk over her fire and smash it, saying she did it in the devil’s name. The thief would come running, drawn by a magical connection to the milk as it hit the flames.11 Nonsense, Helena snorted: good clergymen thought it was demonic to perform rituals in the devil’s name. If Heinrich wasn’t endorsing that, why mention it? Scornfully, she told him she would continue to skip his sermons. Now who was the heretic?12

Helena’s attack on the inquisitor suggests she endorsed some reforming ideas of the 1480s. She surely knew of the Czech reformer Jan Hus. In the early 1400s, Hus founded a movement criticising a number of Catholic practices. Hussism flourished in Bohemia and Moravia (the Czech Republic), Germany, Austria and Switzerland where it influenced other groups who met secretly for Bible-study and debate. Many Hussites thought monks corrupt, arguing monastic foundations should be abolished. They criticised sexual hypocrisy in church institutions, and clergy who took multiple paid roles they didn’t perform. Anti-monastic feeling might flavour Helena’s words to Heinrich: ‘you lousy monk’. Another translation is ‘you criminal monk’, strengthening her condemnation. If she did have Hussite sympathies, Helena would have been appalled by Heinrich’s views on heresy and his personal morality. Accusations of bullying and corruption had soured his career; he’d been investigated in 1474 and 1475 for slandering colleagues and in 1482 for embezzlement. These scandals no doubt became known in Innsbruck.13 Even Heinrich’s official work would have offended a reformer. One of his sources of income was selling indulgences: documents granting benefits to wealthy Christians, buying them out of afterlife punishments for sins committed on earth. Hussites thought indulgences a money-making racket, condoning sin. They also disliked church violence as inherently unchristian. Burning heretics or witches offended them and Helena opposed it just as they did.

Heinrich had been investigating Hussites since the 1460s and thought Helena showed signs of reformism as well as witchcraft.14 As he drew up her trial documents, he wrote he suspected her of ‘double heresy, namely a heresy of the Faith and the Heresy of Witches’.15 Of course, she was also female. Heinrich carefully omitted his misogyny from the trial paperwork, but afterwards, during 1486–7, he wrote a demonological book called Malleus Maleficarum, the ‘hammer of witches’. Hammers were used to torture accused witches, driving wedges into iron boots so the victim’s legs were pulped. In his weaponised book, Heinrich explained ‘every evil is small compared to the evil of a woman’. Women are ‘defective in all the powers of both soul and body’, he noted, and an evil woman is ‘more carnal than a man’, ‘lying in speech’ and ‘unwilling to be ruled’.16 These claims echo the accusations he and others made against Helena: she was promiscuous, untrustworthy, independent. In a letter to Bishop Georg Golser, Heinrich describes her as ‘deceitful, spirited and pushy’. He explains her guilt must be assumed: she must be questioned under torture and tried ‘cautiously and with cleverness’.17 Elsewhere he calls her ‘a lax and promiscuous woman’ and alleges that as well as Jörg Spiess and the archduke’s cook she had many other lovers. They were harsh claims even for their time and place. Heinrich even stated: ‘More than one hundred men would have made depositions against the persons under detention, particularly Scheuberin, but they were kept back… because of the fear of the names of the deponents being made public.’18 He believed these men had been silenced by Helena; having seduced them she now threatened exposure and bewitchment.

As well as Helena, other Innsbruck women who made their own decisions about sex and religion caught Heinrich’s attention. Two were from the Judaic community of bankers and foreign traders’ agents, although both had converted to Christianity. Such conversions, whether real or forced, helped Jews minimise the persecution they suffered. Jews were massacred in the 1420s across Austria, and the survivors deported before being allowed to return fifty years later. They were banned from many professions and regarded as outcasts unless they converted. Yet despite her conversion Ennel Notterin was accused of performing a heretical magical rite, whipping an image of Christ while chanting blasphemies – a classic anti-Semitic slander. The other Jewish woman, Elsa Böhmennin, supposedly bewitched her own sister out of jealousy. An undercurrent of anti-Semitism runs through several of the other Innsbruck accusations: one alleges a suspected witch sent her servant to the Jewish quarter to gather excrement as a magical ingredient. As well as from the Jewish quarter, the accused women came from all over Innsbruck and – as the witch-hunt sucked in suspects beyond the original seven – from surrounding villages.

Some, like Elsa Heiligkrutzin, a priest’s sister, belonged to pious families. Some, like Rosina Hochwartin, were connected to the archduke: Rosina’s husband had been Sigismund’s gun-maker until the archduke fired him. Barbara Hüfeysen, a friend of Helena’s, was named for practising magical medicine but her patient, Barbara Pflieglin, was also accused for commissioning the cure. Such remedies – prayers, amulets – were common. They were the magic ordinary people did, and, before demonology was invented, they were usually seen as harmless. But as well as healing, Barbara Hüfeysen’s magic was thought deadly. She fasted for three Sundays, a practice thought to kill an enemy, and instructed young women ‘how demons are to be invoked for love or the infliction of illnesses’, it was said. Some women were accused of promiscuity combined with magic: Agnes Schneiderin had supposedly cursed her lover.19 Accusers were male and female, housemaids and courtiers, which was normal: anyone who was ill, bereaved or faced financial loss might believe it was caused by magic. Barbara Pflieglin and Rosina Hochwartin were charged by their servants, others by rivals in business or love. Two of the wider group of accused were midwives, one a nurse; such women were common targets because of the power they held. Several female accusers described how during sickness or childbirth they found hidden in their homes charms made of cloth, seeds and stones. These might have been placed there by magical healers. But in the context of a witch-hunt, they were interpreted as signs of attack.

Other accusations were more bizarre: Rosina Hochwartin had supposedly smeared a shirt with magical paste to cause illness in its wearer, boiled the head of a dead man and used a dead mouse as a charm to get the archduke to favour her. Barbara Pflieglin had caused diarrhoea by holding a reed in the current of the River Inn. The grotesque and disgusting ingredients and outcomes of magical rites suggest that Innsbruckers saw witches as dirty pests, polluting their community. Helena Scheuberin was regarded by Heinrich and others as leading this swarm of witches. Her accusers suggested that Jörg Spiess’s obsession with her was because of a love spell, and Jörg’s sister thought that instead of using poison to kill him, Helena had used a piece of child’s flesh. This accusation links her to the other women accused alongside her, some of whom were thought to use dead babies’ bones in charms. Witches were often seen as unwomanly women: child-haters, anti-mothers, anti-housewives. It was an inversion of the knowledge that underpinned women’s traditional professions of childminding, nursing, midwifery and the giving of domestic advice – instead of helping, people came to suspect these women had murdered babies and children. Instead of cooking wholesome food they brewed poison or boiled human flesh for magical potions – an idea echoed in local mid-European folktales like Hansel and Gretel.20

By the time Heinrich had finished his investigation, sixty-three people had been accused, although only the original seven were formally charged, having been dragged from their homes and imprisoned. Sixty-one of the accused were women, with two men. One was the husband of an accused woman. The other was an unnamed potter, accused of performing magic to discover who had bewitched a woman named Gertrud Rötin. He told Gertrud to dig under the threshold of her house. There she found a wax figure of herself stuck through with pins, pieces of cloth and ashes, wood from a gallows, thread from an altar cloth and bones – supposedly of unbaptised children. Gertrud said the potter had known they were there because he was the lover of Barbara Selachin, who had put them there.21 The potter was a healer and diviner, and found himself accused because his supposedly good magic was reinterpreted as bad, something that happened often during a witch-hunt. But he was also suspected because he was linked to an accused woman. It’s an inescapable conclusion that Heinrich Kramer was looking almost exclusively for female witches, more fanatically so than other inquisitors of his time. Only women were eventually charged.

When they were questioned by the inquisitor in private preliminary hearings, all seven denied they were witches. At this stage, no one was tortured, but now they would be tried to determine whether there was a case to answer and whether torture was necessary to discover the ‘truth’. So, on Saturday 29 October, Heinrich and his clerks processed across the marketplace to Innsbruck’s town hall to hold their witch trial under the eye of the bishop’s and archduke’s officials. It was a church court, authorised by the pope but organised by the local bishop and overshadowed by Archduke Sigismund’s power. Heinrich would be the judge, although he was an accuser of at least one of the women, Helena, and had already made his belief in her guilt clear. But this was how the Inquisition had run its courts since its twelfth-century beginnings: accusations, investigations and judgment were given by the same people. Nevertheless, Heinrich’s conduct seems particularly tainted with unfairness. He used regular Inquisition procedure to stage a test case for his new demonological theory. He allowed personal dislike and misogyny to influence his choice of suspects. He pushed for torture. And he made his primary target obvious in his schedule for the trial’s first day: Helena Scheuberin was the first to be called into court.

By nine o’clock the dignitaries had settled in the council hall, scraping chairs and shuffling papers, hitching up their furs against the chill. As well as Heinrich, attendees included Christian Turner, an observer representing Bishop Georg Golser. Other observers were Sigismund Sämer, parish priest of nearby Axams, and Dr Paul Wann, a churchman from Passau and another friend of the bishop’s. Bishop Georg was ill and unable to attend, but he had ensured he had eyes on Heinrich. A city notary took minutes, and behind them all was the archduke’s authority. Although he was not present, the court was yards from his golden-roofed house and the trial only went ahead with his approval. Heinrich told the usher to summon Helena from the cells under the town hall where she had been since early October. Their first exchanges were spiky. Helena quibbled about taking an oath, binding her to speak honestly, which might be further indication of her reformist leanings since some reformers rejected oath-taking involving holy objects. Eventually ‘after many words were put to her by the Inquisitor’, the minute-taker sums up: ‘She finally swore by the four gospels of God to tell the truth.’ She would now be questioned and then, if the court agreed it necessary, she would be tortured. At that point she would probably confess and be condemned to death.

First, she had to respond to Heinrich’s questions.22 These started innocuously: ‘Tell me where you were born and brought up.’ ‘In Innsbruck,’ said Helena, minimally. ‘You are a married woman?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘How long have you been married?’ ‘For eight years.’ The minute-taker added, ‘Husband: Sebastian Scheuber’, suggesting Helena spoke his name – a respected one in Innsbruck. Sebastian was not allowed to attend court to defend his wife, but his name mattered. A frisson ran through the courtroom as people recalled the gossip: had Helena been faithful to Sebastian? Hadn’t Jörg Spiess fancied her as his mistress? Heinrich knew this was a weak point in Helena’s reputation and clawed at it. ‘Are you of a good way of life?’ he began, and when she said she was he asked her, harshly and quickly, ‘Were you a virgin at the time of your marriage?’ There was a sharp sucking-in of breath from the assembled officials. Surely no one asked that question of a respectable Innsbruck wife! And the question that was meant to shame and trap the suspect empowered her. Helena refused to answer. Into the shocked silence cut the voice of the bishop’s official, Christian Turner, asking Heinrich what need he could possibly have for such information.

Primed by Bishop Georg, Christian knew that some of the accusations were unsavoury. He needed no further excuse to intervene. Although the trial was set up under the authority of the bishop and archduke, both of them had had doubts. Was it wise to let an outsider disturb their community and harass its merchants? Was this inquisitor, for all his papal authority, a dangerous crank? The archducal, city and diocesan authorities had cooperated with the inquiry so far: the pope could hardly doubt their good faith. But now Heinrich had shown how low he personally was prepared to go, and Christian pounced. The sex lives of Innsbruck’s leading citizens were, he said, ‘secret matters that hardly concern the case’. The notary recorded that Christian was therefore ‘unwilling to take part in these matters because it was irrelevant’, and asked Heinrich to move on. Christian spoke for the local church, so Heinrich complied. But as he began a further question, Christian again interrupted. Why, he asked, had Heinrich not produced written ‘articles’ – charges to be investigated by the court – in advance of the hearing? Shouldn’t he do so now? Disconcerted, Heinrich agreed to suspend the court until eleven o’clock, write the articles and bring them back to the courtroom. Helena was ushered back to the cells.

However, she did not go quietly. We don’t know the exact chain of events, but when she reappeared at eleven o’clock, Helena was not alone. With her was Johann Merwart of Wemding – a town near Munich, 200 miles north. Johann was a university-trained specialist in church law. Suddenly everything changed: Helena had an expensive, expert advocate and Heinrich was in trouble. Without revealing exactly how or when he had arrived, Johann explained he would act ‘in the capacity of legal representative for the said Helena Scheuberin and the other women in detention’. He had no official mandate as yet, he said, but he wished to have their appointment of him noted. And so
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