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The Dummstein Manuscript 

 

What is known of the history of the so-called Dummstein Manuscript (first written in Old  High  German,  though  it  came  down  to  us  in  Latin)  begins  in  the  seventeenth century when a copy with the title The Terrifying Tales of Monk Martin of the Dummstein Monastery or The Story of the Burning of Maid Maya at the Stake was included in a rabidly anti-Catholic compendium of Protestant propaganda named The Deeds of the Devil’s Inquisitors. 

It is thought that the manuscript dates from the fourteenth century, as it refers to the wars for succession to the throne of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation waged between Ludwig of Bavaria and Friedrich of Austria, in which the former was victorious. On the other hand, in the family trees of the seigneurs that ruled the land of Finkelstein we find a Count Werner in this period, although he is not to be found in the crypt of the chapel in the family’s castle. 

In the Thirty Years’ War the castle was besieged, conquered, and partly burned, and of the features described in the manuscript, only the chapel and the Knights’ Tower were preserved until the late nineteenth century. In later plans of the town of Moesch, even these ruins had been wiped from the face of the earth, and today they are known only from the few remaining photographs. 

Given that immediately after the events it describes the plague swept through Europe, killing two thirds of the population according to some estimates, it is possible that the original manuscript was preserved unaltered in Dummstein Abbey (now the Roman Catholic college of the same name) and was subsequently translated into Latin. Given its anti-Catholic hue, it was probably hidden until the beginning of the Reformation, when the Protestants used it as part of their extensive propaganda against the Apostolic Church in general and its “armed wing,” the Inquisition, in particular. 

It is the only manuscript to refer to the manner in which the inquisitors—usually Dominican monks—were trained and to the fact that there were certain initiatory rites (later adopted, to a certain degree, by the Jesuits and, more recently, Opus Dei). 

The Vatican has always denied the authenticity of The Dummstein Manuscript, regarding it as a later work by a Protestant pastor named Valentine de Vinlac (a French Huguenot who fled to England after the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and thence to Holland). Nevertheless, the Latin redaction of the document is bizarre at the very least given these circumstances, especially in the Protestant milieu—all the more so given that study of it reveals scribal copying methods specific to the fourteenth century and in no case subsequent to that period. 
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Although we have preserved more than ninety percent of the initial form of the manuscript, certain expressions have been altered slightly—without distorting the original meaning—to make it easier for modern readers unfamiliar with terms specific to the Middle Ages. 

 

“But only those that are truly called shall unravel the signs.” 

The Hammer of the Witches (Malleus maleficarum)

Heinrich Institoris, Jacob Sprenger 

Strasbourg, 1487 

 

. . . And I write these lines during the feast days of the Nativity of Our Lord and Saviour, in my cell at the Dummstein Abbey, in the land of Finkelstein, where I was born I know not how many summers ago, in the reign of Count Werner, the fifth of his line. 

I have taken up quill and parchment to narrate to you the terrible events of which I was not merely a mute witness, but also the instigator in some way, when I was young and still lived among the people of the Lord, when I used to see the sunrise and grow drunk on the perfume of the dewy grass, when I used to pray in the refectory and learn from men wiser than myself the course that God has laid down for earthly things. 

Many seasons ago many things took place four days’ walk from here in the castle of Count Werner where I met Maya. Let me tell you from the outset that God has never fashioned a creature more lovely than her. Even now my heart swells in my breast when I recall to mind the Knights’ Tower where they had imprisoned her and where I saw her for the first time: her flaxen locks, in which were tangled straws from the bedding, tumbling over her long throat; her shoulders, which her coarse hemp shirt left almost bare; her rosy cheeks; and her eyes, as blue as the heavens and still heavy with sleep’s dreams; her gaze, now frightened, now mischievous, now full of yearning, now quaking with fury and grief; and the way she whispered my name, as nobody had ever uttered it before and nobody ever will again. 

This is how I remember her in my dreams, rather than how she was later when I had reduced her to a huddled heap wracked by pain and terror, when the clotted blood masked her beauty, and the bruises had replaced the apple-red hue of her skin, when her broken lips could no longer whisper anything but the name of the Virgin, whom she implored to help her, because from mortal men she could expect nothing but pain and more pain, endlessly. 
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Back then, Maya already existed no more, and whatever remained of her had to vanish as quickly as possible so that the castle folk and I—the villain—would no longer be reminded—not of her deeds, but of our baseness and infamy. 

It was then that I chose the life of a hermit. I took a vow of silence and walled myself up alive in my cell. Since then my lips have not opened except in my sleep, when I am burdened by the dreams that shatter my scanty hours of rest. And it is then that I sometimes call out her name. The Lord has dealt me a punishment worthy of my villainy, dooming that neither the cold of my cell, nor the demons that torment me, nor the stale bread and turbid water with which I nourish my corporeal baseness should shorten my days on this earth. For He was given me these unwanted days and these nights that are longer than eternity so that I might eternally relive my guilt and eternally remember those moments in which everything I had ever believed in was reduced to nought forever. Not even the Great Plague could kill me, although it killed so many in those days. 

But now I feel that the Day of Judgement is nigh, from which none shall escape, and I shall say to Him nothing more than the words that I shall write on this parchment, whether or not another reads them or else casts them into the fire in the scriptorium along with the trash of the scribes that have botched their letters. It is not in Latin that I write these words, but in the tongue in which I once spoke to her—the woman I slew—in the tongue in which I heard the peasants talk on feast days, in the tongue of my long-dead family, in the tongue of the world from which I have withdrawn in order to die buried alive in this tomb. I can see my hands; they are long and withered, like eagle’s claws, and they tell me that the Angel is nigh and that the sand in the hourglass has run out. 

The Proverbs say: “There are three things that are never satisfied, yea, four things say not, It is enough, the grave; and the barren womb; the earth that is not filled with water; and the fire that say not, It is enough.” Iron and fire devoured the body of my beloved Maya, and the earth swallowed all trace of her. But the Lord was not there in that  dawn  but  in  Heaven  above,  to  receive  her  and  to  soothe  the  wounds  made  by men. 

And as for me, on the Day of Judgement, no punishment will be too great. 
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I was born on the feast of the Ascension, in the fifth day of the reign of Count Werner, who ruled the land of Finkelstein in peace and prosperity, the son of Knight Rudolf of Mann and his wife, Edith. I lived, even though I was very frail when I came into the world and one of my legs was twisted beneath me. 

After me, my mother brought another five children into the world, three girls and two boys, but all were called to Heaven before their first winter. And the last, not wishing to depart alone, took with him the woman who had given him his short span of life. 

My father was a harsh, vigorous man, a man wealthy for those hard times. My family had a large estate with a water mill, barns, a smithy, and more than five hundred serfs. In our turn, every autumn we paid to the count in the castle a thousand measures of grain, eighty carts of timber, ten measures of honey, two pairs of oxen, and fifteen pigs. 

My two older brothers, Michael and Karl, were as tall as fir trees and well knit, and it was on them that my father set his sights. 

I was on a par with the domestic animals—thin and lame—and many a time I heard him say that I was God’s punishment for his sins. Never once did a marrowbone come my way, and I would eat not in the manor house but in the kitchen in the yard with the servants, wayfarers, and peasants who had come to pay their tithes. 

I used to hide away in some hollow and weep, and at night I would dream that I was a mighty giant and wreak my vengeance on them all. 

 

The only pleasures of my childhood were the hours I spent in the Abbey of St Dominic, some two spear-throws’ distance from our estate, where the children of the wealthy used to go to learn how to read and reckon, and where the more agile-minded even gained a smattering of Latin. 

I was quick to learn, in contrast to my brothers, and Father Jacob, who tended to us, was the only man in the world who always found something good to say about me. I even learned how to graft apple trees, to gather healing herbs, to descry the signs telling that demons had passed through a place, and to drive them thence. 

And so I discovered that if the water in a jug clouds too quickly it means that a devil has hidden himself there and you must make the sign of the cross three times and then say the Lord’s Prayer while facing east, and then with three fingers held together 
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sprinkle some of the water all around the jug. Whoever drinks the water in which a devil has bathed will fall sick without fail. 

And if you cut yourself and the wound does not heal as it should, then you must gather wild rosehip flowers on the morning of a high holy day, grind them to a thick paste in a stone mortar, and spread them on the wound for five days in a row, praying every third hour. 

I used to go swimming all by myself behind the mill because I was ashamed to reveal my lame leg. I was unable to take part in military training, shooting a bow and arrow, and riding. My brothers learned to wield axe, sword, and spear and were ready to defend the honour of Count Werner if he should so ask. If we were attacked, then the count was obligated to shelter us in his castle and defend us with his guards. 

 

In my tenth summer on this earth I glimpsed death for the first time; first my own, and then, quickly thereafter, others’. 

 

It was hot, and I had been swimming in the millpond. 

I was just pulling on my shirt when there was a torrential downpour, crashing to earth like a huge, dark giant. The rainfall was so dense that you could not see a step in front of you. The sky had turned black and was furrowed by streaks of lightning. 

I ran into the barn, wrung my shirt, and then fell asleep. When I awoke, I was aflame, my mouth was dry, and I was so cold that I felt the need to bury myself in a hole in the ground. I went out of the barn and walked towards the manor house, crossing the yard where the pigs and hens were rooting. 

And then my vision went black, and I fell to the ground. 

For a number of days and nights I raved while Father Jacob, having come from the abbey, as they told me later, tried to cure me with poultices of herbs known to him alone. I remember nothing except one thing: at one point a completely black figure came and sat down beside me, silent and patient. 

He did not carry a scythe on his shoulder, but I knew that it was death—my own death—and a dreadful grief rent my heart because I did not want to depart with him. 

“It is time that we should go,” he told me in a low, unearthly voice. 

He spoke an unknown tongue, which I nonetheless understood all too well. 

“I do not want to go,” I told him. 
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“You have no purpose here. Your father and brothers are ashamed of you. You are a burden, an extra mouth to feed. You will never experience love. No girl will ever sigh when she catches sight of you. No child’s voice will ever warm your soul. You will crawl upon the earth like a sinner, like the cursed serpent of the Scriptures. Why do you not wish to come with me? What awaits you in this world?” 

“Father Jacob says that I am clever and learn quickly.” 

“Father Jacob lies because he pities you . . . You will never taste war, never return home victorious to the cheers of the grateful peasants you have defended from the enemy. At the fair on the Feast of St Mary you will never clamber up the greased pole to win the piglet and the admiration of the young maidens, like your brother Karl did last year. You were caught out in the rain and now you languish with a fever. You are frailer than a hen’s chick, which is here one moment and gone the next.” 

“God will protect me,” I told the apparition and began to recite the Creed in Latin, the way I had learned it at the abbey, and the apparition dissolved with a deep sigh. 

 

When I awoke, Father Jacob was at my bedside, and all in one breath, I told him of my dream. He caressed me and said: 

“You should not be aggrieved that you are weak, Martin. The halest man in the world loses his strength with the passing years and ends up a poor cripple whom the children lead by the hand through the village and who can barely look after himself. The most enlightened mind can be struck down by apoplexy, and with the passing years the wise man ends up as innocent as a newborn babe. Only the man who has faith in God will find eternal life, for nothing can touch his pure soul. Perhaps this is your path, the happiest of all possible paths, even though you will have to renounce many things.” 

 

Some two months after this event, there followed another. 

 

In the village there arrived some soldiers, of the kind who wander the land and place themselves in the service of whomever will pay. The peasants hated them because, driven by hunger, such mercenaries would abandon themselves to pillage and plunder. To the peasants, such soldiers were as wolves to sheep. Their band numbered some dozen souls. 
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They spoke a foreign tongue and smelled vile. Three were mounted, the rest on foot. According to the laws of hospitality, they demanded food and shelter for the night. 

My  father  gave  them  leave  to  sleep  in  the  barn  and  sent  them  food,  but  he  also bade his steward to keep an eye on them. He was wise to do so, for during the night they attempted to rob us. 

Having  pretended  to  go  to  sleep,  they  stealthily  got  dressed,  took  up  their weapons, and broke into the manor house. 

But our men were ready for them. 

To the north and the south, in the yard, they had prepared two sheaves of wood and straw. They quickly set fire to them, and by the light of the burning pyres my father, my brothers, and three-dozen sturdy peasants, accustomed to wielding cudgel and pole, gave battle. 

My brother Karl was wounded in the shoulder with a sword, and one of the peasants was run through and died. But all the soldiers were killed, except their captain, a giant of a man with long, black hair and a beard that hung down to his chest. 

The law said that if the seignior caught a man pillaging, then the locals were to pass judgement. 

At the break of day they cleared the yard of the corpses and only the large puddles of clotted blood, like those that flow from the pigs slaughtered on the feast of St Ignatius, remained to recall the horror. 

They tossed the corpses into the river because they had not been shriven and were unworthy of burial in holy ground. They took the chief to a grove at the edge of the plain, and father ordered that he be nailed to the trunk of a beech tree, naked, like an unclean thing. Then they thrashed him with staves until he gave up the ghost. And there they left him for the crows and beasts of the forest and to serve as a lesson to any who passed that place harbouring unclean thoughts towards our estate. 

After they had finished with him, I sneaked to the place of punishment with some other children to see the giant. 

The thick iron spikes had transfixed his thighs and arms, ripping the flesh and leaving streaks of blood over the white skin. His entire body was filled with bumps and bruises and wounds. One of his eyes had popped out of its socket and dangled against his sticky beard. His purple tongue protruded between his broken teeth, like that of a dog crushed beneath the wheels of a cart. 
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As we gazed at him, dumb with horror, a large crow fluttered down and sat on the crown of the dead man’s head, croaking at us. 

We took fright and fled. 

That image haunted me for many seasons: I used to see it in my sleep, when I was swimming, in the nooks and crannies of the barn, or among the trees in the forest. It was a dreadful image which revealed to me that when the soul departs, all that remains of us is flesh, blood, and pain. 

 

Some three summers after these events, fate decided that my brothers should depart from among us. 

Count Werner had cast off his wife, and his father-in-law, Count Karl of Menkelhaus, had decided to restore his honour in blood. My father and my brothers went to war for their seignior and for the Lord in the same way soldiers always depart to seek death: singing and making merry. For, when you are young, life seethes in you so strongly that you feel you could leap into a chasm, and in fact, you seek your own death. It is only with the passing years that your strength weakens and life begins to run thin in your veins; only then do you begin to seek things that are truly alive and your deeds become wiser and soberer. 
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The preparations for war lasted one week—from one Sunday to the next. 

They groomed the horses and sharpened the weapons, oiling them with garlic juice to ward off evil spirits. Over their shirts the warriors wore leather breastplates and over those coats of chainmail oiled with mutton grease to keep them from being rusted by sweat and rain. On their heads they wore steel helmets lined with the fleece of newborn lambs and on their feet, tall leather boots with spurs. 

It  was  the  height  of  the  reaping  season.  My  father  would  have  fulfilled  his obligations to the count if he had sent his two sons to lead a band of thirty souls from the estate, but he insisted on going with them, leaving everything else in the charge of his steward. 

 

On the last Sunday all three made their confession after mass, and then we returned to the manor house. 

The three of them got drunk, broaching two barrels of beer, laughing, and swearing oaths to one another that they would be merciless in the face of the enemy. They were merrier than children when they find a rabbit’s nest in spring. Father was so drunk that he fell asleep among the animals in the yard. 

The next morning they awoke, surly. They each ate a rye loaf and drank a tankard of beer. Then they mounted their horses and departed, followed by their band of peasant foot soldiers. The peasants had neither chainmail, nor helmets, nor even breastplates of rigid, raw leather. In their hands and in their waistbands they carried knives, cudgels, wooden stakes with points of tempered iron, and axes. 

 

The army Finkelstein was to assemble at a spot two days’ march to the west named Devil’s Boulder—a stone peak that rose from the green plain and which was sometimes snow-capped even in summer. A day’s march to the west, they crossed the River Mock with its blue waters, which at that time of year were swollen with rains from the mountains, on the banks of which the counts of Finkelstein and Menkelhaus fought their battles whenever they went to war. 

War could not be waged during the time of the Lord’s Peace—which is to say, from Thursday to Sunday—and never on a feast day, no matter what day of the week. Even the most villainous seigneurs abided by the dictates of the Church, otherwise they would be excommunicated. 
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Those excommunicated by the Church became like lepers—none would approach them or speak to them. They were only allowed to listen to mass from outside the threshold of the church. They were not allowed to take communion or be shriven. And if they died in a state of excommunication, they were not buried in hallowed ground, but at the edge of the cemetery with the thieves and bandits. 

Father Jacob told us at school about how even the emperor of the Germans— Henric as he was called at the time—had been obliged to go to the Pope in winter, barefoot with a rope around his neck and had been made to wait for days and nights on end in the cold and the snow before he was received and forgiven. 

And  nor  could  jousts  or  fairs  be  held  during  the  days  of  the  Lord’s  Peace.  If  a seigneur challenged a peasant to a duel, the latter was allowed to fight using whatever weapon he chose, while the former was obliged to do so wearing only his shirt and armed only with a club. 

 

I learned the story of the battle that followed from Johann the peasant, who returned with my father. 

They were the only two to survive the slaughter. Count Werner, may God rest his soul, was wise and brave, but it seems that he was wholly unskilled in the ways of war, whereas Count Karl was a man of great cunning. He concealed the bulk of his forces in a copse and fooled the enemy into attacking head on with all his horsemen. Then he unleashed his archers and surrounded them, catching them in a stranglehold on the bank of the river. 

My brother Karl, brave and reckless, was among the first to fall, struck by an arrow in the eye. Then it was Michael’s turn. He was surrounded by peasants wielding stakes, and they toppled him from his horse, harrying him like a boar during the hunt. My father was forced to see how they ripped off his helmet and crushed his head with their clubs. Count Werner himself was slain, along with so many others. The number kept rising until the adversary called a halt to the slaughter, saying that enough German blood had been spilt for one day and that the sacrifice should have been made in the wars against the pagans, rather than among Christians. 

The survivors were bound and separated into bands, each with his own seigneur, if he had survived the battle. And they were made to wait—hungry, wounded and wretched—while the enemy rested, ate, and tended to their wounded. 

All the corpses from the losing side were looted of anything of value: clothes, weapons, purses of coins, lucky talismans. A third of the booty went to the seigneur, and two thirds to the others, in order of rank. 
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The next day, the bargaining for ransoms commenced. First for the seigneurs, who then bargained for the men from their bands. 

They swore on the cross that they would abide by the oath they had made to the victor and were left to depart. The seigneurs were allowed to take their horses. My father wrapped the corpses of my brothers in shrouds of linen and took them with him, laying them on the backs of their horses. 

The rest of his band he buried there, alongside the bones of those who had fought and died on that field of horror. 

 

Afterwards, grief descended upon the Mann estate, and perhaps it has remained there even to this day. 

Feast days became cold and sad, and gradually the people began to depart for other climes. Perhaps the giant tortured and nailed to the tree—the giant who haunted my dreams—had cursed our lands. 

My father began to drink every day, and nobody was to his liking any longer, as he constantly grieved for his sons. The steward left one fine day, and his replacement was a sly, brainless old man, who tormented the peasants. 

Then came drought and the whole harvest perished, leaving us with empty barns, for we had paid dearly to ransom father from Count Karl. 

The peasants ate bread made from tree bark and vermin they caught in traps. In a few months, all the dogs had disappeared. People’s faces lost their color, growing yellowish, and their eyes sunk deep in their heads. 

The land was full of bandits—serfs that had fled their masters—and they pillaged and murdered with impunity. It was even said that they ate those they killed. My father slept with a sword by his bed, lest the peasants revolt. 

At the abbey, too, there was famine, and few children still attended the school. Father Jacob had been sent on an embassy far away, to the land of the Franks, and nobody had seen him since. 

I was alone, scavenging for a crust of bread, like the dogs. 

 

Evil omens appeared throughout the land. 
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A two-headed calf was born. Comets appeared in the sky. In Katz, a snake spoke with a human voice and foretold that worse punishments were to come—like the plagues that Moses brought down on Egypt. 

People prayed fervently in church, they flagellated themselves until the blood streamed over their bodies, and they erected crosses at every crossroads to drive out the evil spirits that blighted the land. But all in vain. The summers were ever more scorching and the winters ever more icy. 

 

The drought lasted three years, and I could not believe that people could endure such horror. 

The days when soup and meat were never lacking at any meal seemed like tales from a faraway world to me. They ate even the horses and the oxen, then the soles of their shoes, and finally tallow candles. 

In spring they ate leaves and caterpillars, and some families of peasants locked up their old folk in their barns and left them to die, or else drove them into the forest, as prey for wild beasts. Whoever possessed anything that could be chewed and swallowed hid it from his neighbors because a man’s life was no longer worth even a morsel of food. 

Bands of robbers multiplied and became so powerful that they abandoned the forests and began to attack the weaker monasteries and estates, like wolves falling upon exhausted deer in winter. 

During the Lenten fast of the following year, the news reached us that such a band of robbers had attacked the Brenner estate, five days’ walk away, and killed every living thing—men, women and children, even babes in their cradles—after torturing them in unimaginable ways. Then, they had set fire to everything and departed. 

 

At the beginning of that summer, the seigneurs of Finkelstein and Menkelhaus made their peace. 

Count Werner’s successor, his brother Wilhelm, and Count Karl managed to mobilise a few other seigneurs and by the feast of the Nativity of the Virgin they had fought the robbers, slaying and hanging all those they captured. 

My father refused to join the fight, screaming that he would never ride with those who had killed his sons. 

One night I dreamed of Karl. He came to the edge of my bed. He looked the way I had known him in the old days, tallwith flaxen hair tumbling over his brow. But his 
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face was completely black, likewise his hands, which poked from the sleeves of his shirt. 

“What is it like there, Karl?” I asked him. “Is it like they say?” 

“It is hard, Martin, very hard,” he told me. “The flames are a hundred times hotter than they are here in this world, and you should be afraid of them. All our deeds are measured, weighed, and sorted.” 

I tried to caress him, but all of a sudden he bared wolf’s fangs and tried to bite me. I shielded myself and woke so chilled that it was as if I had been sleeping in snow. Since then I have prayed constantly for him, for it seems that he became a vampire, having died in battle unshriven and shedding Christian blood. 

 

During the fast before Christmas, father died. 

His estate was already almost a wasteland. The mill was like a corpse washed up on the riverbank; in the barn the vermin had made their nests. The abbot suggested that I enter the monastery, and they would take care of what was left of the estate. 

And so it was that I took the tonsure, at the age of thirteen, in the reign of Count Wilhelm, A few summers later, his son, Werner, was witness to the tale I shall tell here. 

 

17 


3 

 

The years that followed were the happiest of my life, praised be His name. 

Although life in the monastery was harsh, my brothers surrounded me with love. Nobody mocked my infirmity, and I constantly learned new things 

We would wake in prayer before sunrise, and then we would carry out our daily chores: feeding the cattle and pigs, working in the fields and orchards (depending on the season), gathering healing herbs, and preparing meals. And then it was time for study and prayer. 

Two years after my arrival at the monastery, I shed the garb of the novice and took the tonsure. 

The abbot said to me: “Brother Marin, some young men such as yourself come to the monastery because they have no other path in life. But you are intelligent and you feel the Lord in your heart. You learn in one year what others learn in a lifetime, and you like to study—a thing all too rare, alas. 

“I do not wish you to grow old feeding the pigs, copying manuscripts in the scriptorium, or crushing healing herbs in the mortar. Pope Gregory (may he rest in peace at the feet of the Father) founded the Holy Tribunal of the Inquisition in the reign of Emperor Otto and he entrusted it to our order. Do you know what it is?” 

I confessed in all humbleness that I knew very little about the Holy Inquisition. 

He  spoke  to  me  in  a  whisper,  as  if  he  were  imparting  to  me  a  great  mystery. “Brother, the world is not as we see it or only as we see it. Our Lord Jesus Christ saw evil spirits in the herd of pigs, and He also cursed the fig tree that bore no fruit. He chose His Apostles by reading the purity of the souls housed in their mortal flesh, and He cast out the moneylenders that had turned His House into a den of thieves.” 

 

He leaned closer to me, and I felt his breath in my ear. In the scriptorium, which was empty at that hour, there was a scent of ink and incense. It must have been warm, for it was summer, but I was gripped by a chill that set my limbs a-trembling. 

“Even now, as we speak, the unclean spirits lurk nearby. They are the descendants of the demons that were once angels and sat around the Father in Heaven. But pride— foremost of the deadly sins—urged Lucifer to revolt, and a third of the angelic hosts followed him. And there was war in Heaven. 
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