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9 Witchcraft and fantasy in early
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In January 1669, Anna Ebeler found herself accused of murdering the
woman for whom she had worked as a lying-in-maid. The means
were a bowl of soup. Instead of restoring the young mother’s strength,
the soup, made of malmsey and brandy in place of Rhine wine,
had increased her fever. The mother became delirious but, as the

blamed the lying-in-maid for her death. As word spread, other women
came forward stating that Ebeler had poisoned their young child-

been unable to suckle from its mother, even though it was greedy
for milk and able to suck vigorously from other women: shortly after,
it died in agony. In a third, house, an infant had died after its body
had suddenly become covered in hot, poisonous pustules and blisters
which broke open. The baby’s 7-year-old brother suffered from aches
and pains caused by sorcery and saw strange visions, his mother
suffered from headaches and the whole household started to notice
strange growths on their bodies. And a fourth woman found her infant
covered with red splotches and blisters, her baby’s skin drying out until

it could be peeled off like a shirt. The child died most piteously, and

its mother’s menstruation ceased. All had employed Ebeler as their

Anna Ebeler was one of eighteen witches executed in Augsburg. As
many more were interrogated by the authorities but cleared of witch-
craft; others faced religious courts and yet further cases never reached
the courts. Augsburg saw no witch-craze. Unlike its south German
neighbours, it executed no witch before 1625 and its cases tended to
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Plate 9.1 The case of Anna Ebeler, 1669, Relation Oder Beschreibung so Anno
1669 ... von einer Weibs/Person . .., Augsburg 1669

Note: These images might be used and reused for different cases. Thus, some of the
;am: s.c;nes are to t’)'e found in Warhaffte Historische Abbild: und kurtze
eschreibung, was sich unlangst in (.. ) Augspurg (...} zugetragen (. ..), Augsbur;
1654; and Warhaffte Beschretbung des Urthels (.. ), Augsb‘g:xrg %666 AHBNE

come singly, one or two every few years after 1650.2 Witchcraft of an
everyday, unremarkable kind, the themes of the cases can tell us a great
deal about early modern psyches. For Ebeler’s crimes were not unusual.
It was typical, too, that of her accusers all except one should have been
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Plate 9.2 A: Anna Ebeler is abducted from a dance by the Devil and led to
her house

women, and that her victims were young infants aged up to about six
weeks and women who had just given birth.

One dominant theme in witch-trials in Augsburg is motherhood.
Relations between mothers, those occupying maternal roles and
children, formed the stuff of most, though not all, witchcraft accusations
in the town? To this extent, early feminist works which focused on
birth and midwives in their explanations of witchcraft were making an
important observation.* But though the trials were concerned with the
question of motherhood they were not, it seems to me, male attempts
to destroy a female science of birth nor were they concerned with
wresting control of reproduction from women. What is striking is that
they were typically accusations brought by mothers, soon after giving
birth, against women intimately concerned with the care of the child,
most often the lying-in-maid and not the midwife.

Many investigations of witchcraft proceed by trying to explain why
women should be scapegoated as witches or what other conflicts may
have been at the root of the case — conflicts involving issues with which
we are more comfortable, such as struggles over charity, property or
political power. However, I want to argue that the cases need to be
understood in their own terms by means of the themes they develop.
As historians, I think we may best interpret them as psychic documents
which recount particular predicaments. Witchcraft cases seem to epitom-
ize the bizarre and irrational, exemplifying the distance that separates
us from the past. What interests me, however, is the extent to which
early modern subjectivities are different or similar to ours. I shall argue
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that unless we attend to the imaginative themes of the interrogations
themselves, we shall not understand witchcraft. This project has to
investigate two sides of the story, the fears of those who accused, and
the self-understanding of people who in the end, as I shall argue, came
to see themselves as witches. :

Our perplexity in dealing with witchcraft confessions derives in part
from their epistemological status. In a profession used to assessing
documents for their reliability, it is hard to know how to interpret docu-
ments which we do not believe to be factual. But witchcraft confessions
and accusations are not products of realism, and they cannot be analysed
with the methods of historical realism. This is not to say that they are
meaningless: on the contrary, they are vivid, organized products of the
mind. Our problem is not that early modern people had a different

ontology to our own, believing in a world populated by ghosts who -

walked at night, devils who might appear in the form of young journey-
men, severed arms carrying needles or wandering souls inhabiting
household dust. Rather, all phenomena in the early modern world,
natural and fantastic, had a kind of hyper-reality which resided in their
significance. Circumstantial details were ransacked for their meaning
for the individual, and for what they might reveal about causation and
destiny. Causation, which could involve divine or diabolic intervention
in human affairs, was understood in terms both moral and religious.
Consequently, we need to understand confessions and accusations as
mental productions with an organization that is in itself significant. This
means analysing the themes of witchcraft not to tell us about the gen-
calogy of magical beliefs ~ the approach taken by Carlo Ginzburg in
his recent book® - but to tell us about the conflicts of the actors.

In the cases I have explored, witchcraft accusations centrally involved
deep antagonisms between women, enmities so intense that neighbours
could testify against a woman they had known for years in full knowl-
edge that they were sending her "to a blood bath’ as one accused woman
cried to her neighbours as they left the house for the chancellery.
Their main motifs concern suckling, giving birth, food and feeding; the
capacities of parturient women’s bodies and the vulnerability of infants.
This was surprising, at least to me: I had expected to find in witchcraft
a culmination of the sexual antagonism which I have discerned in
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century German culture. The idea of flight
astride a broom or pitchfork, the notions of a pact with the Devil sealed
by intercourse, the sexual abandonment of the dance at the witches’
sabbath, all seemed to suggest that witchcraft had to do with sexual
guilt and attraction between men and women, and that its explanation
might lie in the moralism of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation
years, when Catholics and Protestants sought to root out prostitution
and adultery, shame women who became pregnant before marriage and
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impose a rigorous sexual code which cast the women as Eve, the temp-
tress who was to blame for mankind’s fall?

Some of the cases I found certainly dealt with these themes, but the
primary issue in what we might term a stereotypical case of witchcraft
was maternity. The conflicts were not concerned with the social construc-
tion of gender but were related much more closely to the physical
changes a woman’s body undergoes when she bears children® While
these clearly have a social meaning and thus a history, the issues were
s0 closely tied to the physical reality of the female sex and to sexual
identity at the deepest level that they seemed to elude off-the-peg expla-
nations in terms of female roles and gender conflict. The stuff of much
of the accusations made by the mothers was not femininity or genital
sexuality, but was pre-Oedipal in content, turning on the relationship to
the breast and to the mother in the period before the infant has a sense
of sexual identity.® The primary emotion of the witchcraft cases, envy,
also originates in this early period of life.® Witchcraft accusations fol-
lowed a pattern with a psychic logic: the accusations were made by
women who experienced childbirth and their most common type of target
was a post-menopausal, infertile woman who was caring for the infant.
Often, as in the case we have just explored, she was the lying-in-maid.

Here it might be objected that witchcraft interrogations and con-
fessions cannot be used to give us insight into early modern psychic
life in this way. They are stereotyped products, it might be argued, not
of those interrogated but of the minds of the interrogators. These men
wanted to know about witches’ sabbaths, sex with the Devil and canni-
balism and they forced this information out of the women using leading
questions and even outright promptings, resorting to torture to gain the
confession they needed to convict the woman. However, such an objec-
tion does not recognize the cultural attitude to pain nor its place in the
dynamic of interrogation in early modern society. Witches were women
who could not feel pain as normal women could. They were unable to
weep and they did not sense the witch-pricker’s needle." A measure of
physical pain, so the interrogators believed, was a process of the body
which enabled the witch to free herself from the Devil's clutches, weak-
ening her defences against the admission of guilt. The amount of pain
had to be finely judged by the executioner, a scientist of the body. Using

‘his knowledge of the victim’s frailty, and in consultation with the coun-

cil, he calculated the precise grades required at each stage of the process
(from exhibition of the equipment, stretching on the rack without attach-
ing weights, through to attaching weights of increasing size) so that
the witch’s integral, diabolic personality might be stripped away by the
application of pain to uncover the truth.”? Like a kind of medicine of
salvation, it assisted her travail to return to the Christian community in
contrition so that she might die in a state of grace. Torture was part of
an understanding, shared by the witch and her persecutors, of the
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interrelation of body and soul: the skin of the outer person had to be
flayed away to arrive at psychological truth. Those who did not crack
under torture were set free despite the seriousness of the accusations
against them, because they were said to have proven their innocence:
they lacked a diabolic interiority of this kind.

Pain had a religious significance too. By experiencing the pain of
flagellation, or participating in the procession of the Twelve Stations
of the Cross, a ritual which reached its final form in the Counter-
Reformation in Augsburg,™ one could come closer to Christ by physical
imitation of His sufferings. Maternity involved pain. Mary herself had
borne Jesus in suffering, and the seven swords of grief piercing the
suffering Madonna were a powerful Baroque image. Luisa Accati has
written of the importance of the Madonna in agony to Baroque under-
standings of both Marian piety and motherhood.™* Soothsayers told of
spells in which they appealed to ‘the suffering of Mary as she lay on
her martyr-bed of straw’.’® The witch, the woman whose capacity to
feel pain was impaired, was thus an unmaternal woman, alienated from
the realm of pain so manifestly experienced by the new mothers who
accused her of sorcery. Devoid of maternal affection, the witch was
incapable of feeling pity for her victims.

Moreover, the system of confession also rested on a measure of col-
lusion between witch and questioner. The witch had to freely affirm her
confession after it had been given, in the absence of torture. This was a re-
quirement of the Imperial Law Code of Charles V of 1532, and it was cert-
ainly not honoured all over the empire.'s But in a place like Augsburg
which did not experience mass witch-hunts, the credibility of the phen-
omenon of witchcraft rested on the ultimate truth-telling of the witch.
Witches could and did modify their confession: so, for instance, Anna
Ebeler, who had confessed to having sex with the Devil a countless num-
ber of times, insisted at the last that she had only rarely had diabolic inter-
course, a disclaimer incorporated in her final public condemnation. Witches
were commonly supposed to have renounced God, Jesus, Mary and the
saints, but Ebeler was able to maintain that she had never forsworn the
Virgin, who had comforted her during diabolic assaults, and that she had
never desecrated the Host as she had earlier confessed she had.” An-
other who firmly denied that she was a witch was not described as such in
herdenunciation, even though she was executed for having used witchcraft.!®

This freedom was in some sense apparent rather than real: witches
who confessed and then revoked their confession embarked on a long
and hideous game of cat and mouse with their interrogators, as they
were reinterrogated and tortured until their narrative was consistent.
But interrogators knew when a confession was simply a result of torture
or its fear, and they noted this. Crucial to their own understanding of
their task was the belief that, by repetition and forcing the culprit to
describe and redescribe the minutiae of the crime, checking with wit-
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nesses, the truth would eventually be uncovered. That truth took on a
kind of talismanic quality, as the witch was forced to tell and retell it
in up to ten sessions of questioning, making it consistent. Her statements
were then read out in full to the assembled council before condemnation
could be agreed; a summary of her crimes was recorded in the Council’s
Punishment Book and read out before her execution; and this material
formed the basis for the broadsheets and pamphlets that were written
about the case."” The reiteration fixed the details until there could be no
doubt about the narrative. It was a truth which the witch herself freely
acknowledged and for which she alone had provided the material. For
despite the power of the stereotypes in the witch’s confession, these do
not explain the particular inflections individual witches gave to them,
as they described how they went to a sabbath that was held just by the
gallows outside Augsburg, or how the Devil appeared to them in a long
black coat, dressed for all the world like a merchant.®

There is a further collusive dynamic at work in interrogation, that
between witch and torturer. Torture was carried out by the town hang-
man, who would eventually be responsible for the convicted witch’s
execution. Justice in the early modemn period was not impersonal: the
act of execution involved two individuals who, by the time of execution,
were well acquainted with each other. Particularly in witch-trials, torture
and the long period of time it took for a conviction to be secured
gave the executioner a unique knowledge of an individual’s capacity
to withstand pain, and of their physiological and spiritual reactions to
touch. In a society where nakedness was rare, he knew her body better
than anyone else. He washed and shaved the witch, searching all the
surfaces of her body for the tell-tale diabolic marks — sometimes hidden
“in her shame’, her genitals. He bound up her wounds after the torture.
On the other hand, he was a dishonourable member of society, excluded
from civic intercourse and forced to intermarry among his own kind.
His touch might pollute; yet his craft involved him in physically inves-
tigating the witch, a woman who if innocent was forbidden him. He
advised on the mode of execution, assessing how much pain the witch
might stand, a function he could potentially exploit to show mercy or
practise cruelty” In consequence, a bond of intense personal depen-
dence on the part of the witch on her persecutor might be established.
Euphrosina Endriss was greatly agitated when a visiting executioner
from nearby Memmingen inspected her. She pleaded that ‘this man
should not execute her, she would rather that Hartman should execute
her, for she knew him already’.?

Once the torturer’s application of pain had brought the witch to
confess, she knew she faced execution, and she knew her executioner.
In the procedure of interrogation itself, carried out in the presence of
council interrogators, scribes and executioner, there is an unmistakable
sado-masochistic logic, as the witch, in response to pain, might reveal
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details of her crimes only to deny them subsequently; or as she proffered
scattered scraps of information about diabolic sex only then to tantalize
her questioners with contradiction or silence. In this sadistic game of
showing and concealing, the witch forced her persecutors to apply and
reapply pain, prising her body apart to find her secret. Once it was
found, she might herself identify with the aggressor: so, at the con-
clusion of her final confession as a witch, when it was plain she faced
death, Anna Ebeler fell at her persecutors’ feet in tears, asking for a
merciful execution. ‘She begged my lords for forgiveness for what she
had done wrong. She thanked them for granting her such a good
imprisonment and treatment.”? Masochism, however, has its twin in
sadism. Even in death, the resolution of the game, the witch herself was
believed able to retaliate against her tormentor. One hangman found
his hands suddenly crippled after he executed two witches in 1685,
and his colleague had to execute the third. Just before Barbara Fischer
was executed, so one chronicler noted, a powerful rainstorm struck as
if everything must drown: this witch, the writer observed, had shown
no signs of contrition.” At every stage, the trial progressed through a
combustion of sadism, retaliation and masochism, in which each actor
might in fantasy veer from persecutor to victim to tormentor.

How can the historian make use of material generated in such circum-
stances? In spite of the geographical specificity and precision of detail
we noted earlier in the confession material, witchcraft confessions cer-
tainly do possess a stereotypical aspect. There are elements, like the
diabolic pact, the sabbath, the powder the Devil gave them to do harm,
which appear in most confessions. But the basic psychic images of any
society are usually the stuff of cliché. It is their commonness which
makes these images seem banal, yet enables them to give form to
inchoate, shared terrors and common predicaments. It is undoubtedly
true that the pressures of interrogation and pain caused accused witches
to shape their accounts of their own emotions and present a narrative
of their psychic worlds in a particular way — the language of witchcraft
forced them to present the Devil as their seducer and the ultimate cause
of their fall. But narratives in which people try to make sense of their
psychic conflicts usually involve borrowing from a language which is not
at first the individual’s own. We might say that coming to understand
oneself can involve learning to recognize one’s feelings in the terms of
a theory, psychoanalytic or diabolic, which one might not originally
have applied to oneself, and it can also entail a kind of violence.

What was the substance of the witches’ crime? The grief and terror of
the witnesses concentrated on the bodies of those who were the victims
of witchcraft. Their bodies bore the signs of their martyrdom. As one
mother put it, her dead child was covered in sores so that he looked
like a devotional image of a martyr.” Strange signs were seen: nipples
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appeared all over the body of one infant, erupting into pussy sores. The
legs of another were misshapen and bent.* Repeatedly, witnesses stress
the physical character of the victim’s agony, incomprehensible suffering
which cannot be alleviated by the onlookers or by the mother, and which
excite hatred, revenge and guilt feelings in part because of the sufferer’s
innocence. In emotionally-laden language, the witnesses describe the
‘piteous’ way a child died, and their own failure to get the child to
thrive. It is in this collective world of gossip and advice that the rumours
of witchcraft first began, in the grief and guilt of the mother at the
loss of the tiny baby, and as the women around them sought to identify
the cause of this inexplicable, unbearable suffering. Such gossip could
be deadly. It was her employer’s tongue, her "wicked gob’ as Barbara
Fischer put it, using the term applied to animals’ mouths, which caused
one lying-in-maid to retaliate against her maligner by poisoning her.?”
The themes of the injury are not only pitiful but frightening. These
terrors circle around nourishment and oral satisfaction, evoking power-
ful pre-Oedipal feelings. The breast, milk and nourishment were its key
images. The food the witch gave the mother was sprinkled with white
or black diabolic powders or the soups she was fed were poisonous,
and these of course influenced the milk the infant received in a very
immediate way. Attacks on the mother’s food were thus attacks on her
infant as well. When the witch killed, she often used poison, perverting
the female capacity to nourish and heal. So one grandmother was inter-
rogated three times and tortured because her young grandson suspected
witchcraft when he felt queasy after drinking an aniseed water tonic she
had given him.? The witch could be a kind of evil mother who harmed
instead of nourishing her charge. The flow of nourishment could be dis-
rupted so that the child dried out and died. In one case, the witch was
accused of literally reversing the flow of the maternal fluids, herself
sucking the infant dry and feeding on it. Its mother described how

its little breasts had been sucked out so that milk had been pressed
out from the child’s little teats contrary to nature, ... and from this
time on the child had lost weight so that it looked as if hardly a
pound of flesh remained on it

Another baby was found to be covered with a myriad of tiny teats as
if it had become a mere drinking vessel for the thirsty witch; yet another
baby’s teats produced ‘a little drop of white watery liquid”.® The signs
that sorcery was afoot were clearly written on the infant’s body. Its skin
dried out for lack of fluid, or else erupted in sores as if evil fluids
within its body were forcing their way out. Its entire little body might
become ‘red and blue, all mixed up, and rigid and hard, like a plank
of wood’?* The infant might be unable to drink from its own mother,
yet when given to another woman, be ‘so hearty in sucking that it made
her weep’ (These themes could also emerge in cases which did not
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Plate 9.3 B: Ebeler’s night ride with the evil one; C: Ebeler at the witches’
dance; D: The witches’ assembly and the diabolic feast

correspond to the classic accusation against a maid: so Regina Schiller
denied that she had had sex with the Devil. He had tried to seduce her
but instead ‘had come to her breasts, and had tried to give her a little
powder so that she could harm people, especially children’.® Here, too,
a woman was thinking of herself as a witch who was the possessor
of a poisonous breast, harming children, again working the images of
pre-Oedipal nourishing rather than exploring fantasies of sex with the
Devil) In all these cases, the infant's feeding had been disrupted so that
no satisfactory nourishing could take place and the relation between
mother and child was destroyed. Feeding had been reversed and the
infant’s young rosy flesh was wasting away while the old witch thrived.

These beliefs rested on a whole economy of bodily fluids. A post-
menopausal woman, the old witch was in a sense a dry woman who,
instead of feeding others well, diverted nourishment to her own selfish
ends. Older widows were believed to have the power to ruin young
men sexually, and youths were warned against marrying such women
because they were sexually ravenous, and would suck out their seed,
weakening them with their insatiable hunger for seminal fluid and
contaminating them with their own impurities.* The old witch’s fluids
did not flow outwards. Often her magic was directed against fertility,
making women barren.®® As was well known, witches could not weep,
and old widows could neither menstruate nor suckle children. Instead,
so the science of demonology explained, she was nourishing the Devil.
The warts for which the executioner searched her naked body were the
diabolic teats on which the Devil sucked. Witches were also believed to
communicate without confessing, and to secrete the Host in their
mouths, taking it home to trample upon and dishonour. In doing so they
were not only misusing holy food but maltreating a child, the infant Jesus
whose saving death provided the Bread of salvation, squashing him
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and making him suffer pain. This motifis clearly taken from the older myth
of Jewish ritual murder, the belief that Jews were stealing the Host and
torturing it to make it bleed, and that they stole Christian children so
that they could use their blood in secret rituals.* Yet even this hoary
fantasy was incorporated into the fabric of daily life: Anna Schwayhofer
confessed to this crime in the apocalyptic year 1666, and described how,
housewife to the fingertips, she had afterwards swept the crumbs of the
desecrated Host off the floor of her lodgings with a broom.*”

Witches were women who did not feed others except to harm them.
Failed exchanges of food typified a witch’s interactions with her neigh-
bours. So one woman, suspected of being a witch, offered two sisters
who lived in her house a dish of Bavarian carrots. Yet this was a two-
edged peace offering. The woman insisted the sisters eat the food, and
sat with them until it was all consumed. One of the two was pregnant,
and the dish made her ill.*® The witch said the food would strengthen
the child within her, yet this wish for the child’s health actually meant
its opposite. Like the fairies of fairytale who are not invited to the
baptism, the old woman's evil ‘wishes’ for the infant’s future blighted
its life. And this could happen in a trice, even without the witch's
intention: Maria Gogel explained how ‘if a person ate plain milk, peas,
meat or cheese, and chanced upon a child and merely said “Oh, what
a beautiful child” immediately it is bewitched’®

Witches’ other means of harming was by ‘trucken’, pressing down on
the infant or its mother. The verb may also refer to the effort of pushing
down in labour. In witchcraft it is used in at least three different contexts:
to describe the way the Devil forces one woman to do evil, the smother-
ing of an infant, and a mysterious kind of oppression felt by the woman
who has just given birth. Georg Schmetzer’s wife complained of feeling
that something was coming to her at night, lying on her and pressing
her so that she suffered from pain down one side. She suspected the
lying-in-maid of coming to her bed in the evening and lying on top of
her — a fear strengthened by the maid’s unorthodox suggested remedy
for her backache that she should undress and lie on top of her in a kind
of all over massage.*” Anna Maria Cramer believed a witch was coming
to her at night and lying on her, pressing down on her pregnant body.*
Another woman heard a mysterious voice crying ‘druckdich Madelin,
druckdich’ (be pressed down, Maggie, be pressed down} and she felt
something trying to bite her neck. Her lying-in-maid Euphrosina Endriss
was finally brought to confess that she had ‘pressed’ the baby she
carried about with her, squashing its skull so that it died.* The themes
here do not appear to be directly sexual. Rather, what is described is a
kind of heavy, deadly embrace, again typified by an ambiguous mixture
of love and hatred which might kill the infant with a kind of excess of
maternality. The mother’s feelings have more to do with extreme
depression, immobility and passivity. In all these cases, the mother
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Plate 9.4 E: Ebeler’s interrogation and confession of witchcraft; F: Ebeler
perverts two innocent children, a boy and a girl

seems to suffer from a kind of lassitude, unable to move or act to protect
herself and her child beyond screaming for help - she cannot fight back,

. and the oppressive sensation of smothering symbolizes her inaction and

the diffuse nature of the threat to herself and her child, causing harm
not from within her own body but in a kind of anonymous pressure
from without. As with the disturbances of nourishment, the violence s
indirect, its source unclear and retaliation impossible.

Why should it have been motherhood which engendered these mur-
derous antagonisms between women? Mothers in the early modern
period spent the first few weeks of their child’s life “lying in’, recuperat-
ing from the birth. These six or so weeks were set apart from normal
life as the woman retreated into the lying-in-room, resting in the bed
from which the husband would be banished. There she was the centre
of the house, and there, lying in bed, she would entertain her female
friends who had supported her during the birth, holding a women-only
birth party with wine and delicacies to celebrate her delivery. If she
could afford it, she would employ a lying-in-maid, whose job it was to
care for both mother and child. During this period when her life was
predominantly lived in the world of women, she could not leave the
house and some believed her to be under the power of the Devil.® Evil
influences might make their presence felt; ghosts might appear. At the
end of this time she would 80 to church for the ceremony of purification
or churching, which marked her return to marital cohabitation and
public life, and the lying-in-maid would be dismissed. Today the attend-
ant psychic conflicts of this period of the mother’s life might be
described as relating to the loss of the pregnant state and the ending of
the unity of mother and child. Together with the incessant demands on
time and energy that the new infant makes, these might be related to
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maternal depression and to a mixture of feelings towards the infant
which may extend to anger, envy or even to wishing harm to the child.

What seems to emerge from these cases, however, is a different set of
historically formed psychic mechanisms for dealing with this predica-
ment. The time of separation of mother and child was clearly marked
in ritual terms.* The mother’s re-entry into society as a single being,
uncontaminated by what can - if she bears a male child — seem to be the
bisexuality of pregnancy, was celebrated in churching, a ritual which
remained an important ceremony despite the Reformation’s attempt to
curtail it. These few weeks were also full of danger for mother and child.
According to English figures, a woman had a 6 to 7 per cent chance of
dying in childbed, and while this figure may seem low, it was an ever-
present terror, doubtless added to by the stories passed around by her
women visitors.* In the first few weeks of life the child was at its most
delicate, as feeding had to be established, either with the mother, a wet-
nurse or else by hand. Interestingly, it was during this period or else
immediately after the lying-in-maid’s departure that the child began to
ail. But instead of seeking the source of her ills in post-natal depression,
within herself, as we would, the mother’s anxieties about the child’s fate
and her own ability to nourish it were directed outwards, so that harm to
either mother or baby was believed to have been caused by another. Here
we might make use of what Melanie Klein says about splitting, which
allows intolerable feelings of hostility and malice to be projected on to
another, so that the mother recognizes only benevolence in herself, pro-
jecting the evil feelings about herself on to the ‘other” mother.* The lying-
in-maid was thus destined for the role of the evil mother, because she
could be seen to use her feminine power to give oral gratification to do
the reverse - to suck the infant dry, poison the mother and her milk and,
in the most extreme form of witch fantasies, to kill, dismember and eat the
child at the witches’ sabbath. At a time when the new mother’s experi-
ence of giving birth and caring for an infant might raise memories of her
own infancy, recalling the terrifying dependence on the maternal figure
for whom she may have experienced unadmitted, intolerable feelings of
hatred as well as love, there was another person playing the maternal role
to hand. We might say that during the new mother’s period of feeling
complete inertia, ‘pressed down uport, she finally gained the strength to
retaliate, resolving her state by accusing the witch of harming her child.
In this sense, so far from being a simple expression of misogyny, early
modern society can be said to have taken the fears of the mother seriously,
supporting her search for the culprit instead of describing her as suffering
from post-natal depression or attributing a kind of madness to her -
women today may attempt to use the defence of post-partum psychosis
to argue that they were not legally responsible for crimes committed
during the first few weeks after giving birth.

The lying-in-maid was almost over-determined as the culprit, should
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witchcraft be suspected. Old, no longer capable of bearing a child herself
and widowed, she was a woman who housed alone and was a transitory
member of the households of others. No longer at the heart of a bustling
household of her own, she was a hired member of the family for whom
she worked, privy to the most intimate physical secrets of the bodies of
those she tended. An interloper, she was never accorded a real place
of her own - one even had to share a cramped bed with a servant
which was so narrow that she fell out of it in the night.¥” The lying-in-
maid undermined the settled hierarchies of the household at a time
when the new baby’s arrival overturned the workshop’s rhythm. For
the six to eight weeks after the mother had given birth, she alone carried
out the duties of a mother, dandling, washing and swaddling the baby,
and caring for its mother, giving her nourishing soups. Just as she had
no place in the house she might call her own, so also her work life left
her humiliatingly dependent on others: on the midwife, who trained her,
recommended her and from whom she might hear of her next job; on
her employer, the mother, who might choose not to re-employ her and

‘13\\ who could blacken or enhance her reputation by gossiping with other
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mothers about her. She lacked the midwife’s qualifications and official
status as an employee of the council, nor did she have the luxury of
the midwife’s official retainer to tide her over slack periods. Often, it
was her very insecurity which was turned against her. One woman who
went down on her knees to plead with her accusers only made them
the more convinced that something was amiss; frightened people were
likely to be caught in the Devil’s snares.

But she was also invested with awesome power. She had her particu-
lar recipes for strengthening soups, she had her methods for bringing
up young infants, she ‘alone cared for the child, and it was in no one’s
hand but hers’ as one lying-in-maid accused of witchcraft put it.** She
was strong at a time when the new mother was ill and weakened, and
she was fulfilling her tasks. The new mother, sleeping alone in the
marital bed, was not ‘mistress of the household’ in sexual terms: old,
infertile and unhusbanded as the lying-in-maid was, she represented a
double threat to the mother, standing both for the mother’s own future
and sometimes representing a sexual threat as well. If the husband were
‘up to no good’, the lying-in-maid, who in many cases had borne
illegitimate children, might be suspected.®

The lying-in-maid dealt with the waste products of the body, she had
access to the afterbirth and to cauls and she had the care of the infant’s
body®' One lying-in-maid was accused of purloining the afterbirth,
burning it at night under her bed in a bid to harm mother and child,
and it was only with great difficulty that she managed to persuade the
judges that she had merely been attempting to clean a pewter bowl.%
Another was foolish enough to accuse the midwife of hiding a baby’s
caul. Taking the ‘little net’ to the child’s father in the hope of gaining a
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handsome tip for her trouble, she not only antagonized the midwife but
led people to suspect that she had her own nefarious purposes for the
caul.® Through the waste products of the body, things invested with
their owner’s power - hair, nails, afterbirth ~ the sorcerer could control
the individual to whom they had belonged. These substances could be
used to direct the emotions, causing the bewitched person to fall in
love, and they could be used to harm. In this cosmology, emotions were
highly sensitive to manipulation of the body. Emotions, like physical pains,
could be the result of external events and could readily be ascribed
to other people, their source sought outside rather than in the self.

As any mother knew, to antagonize a lying-in-maid was to court
disaster. ' gave her good words until she left the house’, so one young
mother said.* Many of the witnesses mention the time when the lying-
in-maid was ‘out of the house’, a phrase which captures the element of
menace the maid was thought to represent. Only then might an accu-
sation be safely made, because then the maid could not revenge herself
by bewitching the child. (One seer refused to help an ailing child until
the maid had gone: then she succeeded in restoring its rosy flesh, but
it began to waste away again when the maid returned shortly after to
collect money she was owed.)® So fraught was the moment of the
maid’s departure that her formal relinquishing of responsibility could also
become a test of whether the child had thrived. One woman repeated
the ambiguous rhyme she had spoken on parting from the child:

My dear little treasure, now you are well recovered
Look master and mistress

Now I depart from the child

Whatever may happen to him now

I will not be held to blame®

Such a jingle, with its careful divestment of responsibility, has a menacing
tone. It is a double-edged wish. An attempt to free the speaker of blame, it
carries the implied threat that something will happen to the infant, and
it prophylactically points the finger at someone else, by implication the
mother, who now assumes the maternal role alone. Indeed, harm often
came to the child after the lying-in-maid had departed. ‘It was the first
night . .. that the lying-in-maid was out of the house’, one mother remem-
bered, that strange things began to happen; it was just after the maid
had left, another mother noted, when her child had suddenly sickened.¥
Something of the uncertain nature of the relationship between mother
and lying-in-maid is caught in the way one maid kept referring to the
presents she had received, listing them and naming their giver, in a fruit-
less attempt to determine the relationship as one of goodwill - yet even
the mothers she thought had valued her care were now willing to testify
against her conduct.*® Her behaviour was always indeterminate, its mean-
ing open to a subsequent hostile reinterpretation.
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Above all, it was the lying-in-maid’s maternal role which placed her
in the role of suspect. Sometimes this might lead to straightforward
conflicts over upbringing ~ Euphrosina Endriss was blamed for molly-
coddling a child, giving it too many warm cushions.¥ Midwives and
mothers suspected maids of bathing the child in water that was too hot,
or of swaddling its limbs too tightly so that it might become deformed
Injuries inflicted in the first few weeks of the infant’s life might not
manifest themselves for years: the failure of one child to speak, harm
to one girl’s reproductive organs, were all blamed on the lying-in-maid.¢!
‘Why must it always be the lying-in-maid who is to blame?’ asked one
accused woman.®> A woman who could not be trusted, a woman unable
to bear children herself, she was tailor-made for the role of the ultimate
evil mother. The very intensity of the bonds between her and the child,
as the person who enjoyed a primary attachment to the baby in its first
weeks of life, were also the reason to suspect her. As with all witchcraft,
it was the powerful ambivalence of feeling which nourished witchery:
witchcraft was to be feared not from those indifferent to you, but from
those whose relationship was close and whose intimate knowledge of
your secrets could be turned to harm. Consequently, every good wish
a suspected woman might make for the health and well-being of an
infant was charged with its opposite. So one young mother feared the
frequent visits the lying-in-maid made to her infant’s cradle, standing
over it. She later discovered a knife underneath its crib.®

And the lying-in-maid had a motive: envy. Envy was the motor of
witchcraft as seventeenth-century people understood it. One of the seven
deadly sins, it was a feeling which could have material force. It is also
an emotion which, according to Melanie Klein, first develops in the
early months of an infant’s life and is deeply connected to feelings of
love and hate. Envy involves wishing harm towards an object. In the
logic of sorcery, where emotions might be externalized on to things
outside the person and where feelings had active force, the emotion
itself was the wellspring of injury. Circumstances conspired to make
the lying-in-maid appear a likely sufferer from envy and hatred. As
seventeenth-century people saw it, she was poor and single; her
employer had a workshop and was comfortably off. Infertile herself,
she tended a mother who was surrounded by the love, attention and
presents of other women, and who had a baby. By contrast her own
children had been conceived illegitimately or had died in infancy. So
Barbara Fischer had been raped by her stepfather twenty years before
she found herself accused of witchcraft. The child of their relationship
had died just a few days after birth. At the time, she had begged the
council to let her marry, blaming her stepfather’s refusal to let her wed
for her own fall into sin with him. But the council had punished her
by confining her inside the house for her shame, and, two decades later,
she explained her fall into witchcraft as the consequence of not being
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Plate 9.5 G: Ebeler is led to execution and branded with burning tongs

allowed to marry and become a mother* Interestingly, her diabolic
lover appeared to her in the form of a journeyman dyer, the trade her
stepfather had followed. Admission of the envy she felt for the mother
she tended was, in her case as in many others, the first step in her
interrogation towards a full confession The witch, too, fully believed
that to feel envy for a woman was to wish to harm her, and in this
emotional world, where things were invested with meaning, emotions
could also act directly. Anna Schwayhofer explained she had summoned
the Devil when, conscious of her own sins, she despaired of God's
mercy: she had taken communion without confession, and she felt ‘great
envy, resentment and enmity to various persons’.s

To this point I have been exploring the psychic world of those who
made the accusation, arguing that it is best understood as invoking
deep emotions from the early period of the mother’s own infant life.
She and those around her are able to crystallize her own ambivalence
towards her infant by projecting intolerable feelings on to the lying-in-
maid. I am not arguing that this always happened: in the vast majority
of cases, the childbed was concluded happily and the maid was dis-
missed with mutual goodwill. But I am claiming that the social organiz-
ation of mothering practices allowed this to happen, so that a certain
kind of psychic dramatic script was available should things go wrong.

But the witch herself had an understanding of her own behaviour. Its
main element concerned her own admission of envy. This was the
breaking point which then catapulted her into a range of other con-
fessions about the Devil. These form a distinct layer of testimony, elicited
under torture and often given with a considerable degree of reluctance.
In other contexts, however, where children were not the target of malice,
the Devil could be a dominant theme: so the young Regina Schiller
baffled authorities all over southern Germany for over a decade with
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her bizarre physical contortions and extravagant confessions, telling the
authorities about her lurid pacts with the Devil and showing the written
contract for so many years and so many days, the number indicated
with little strokes of blood because she could not count so far.”

By contrast, the witches whose fates we have considered here were
chary of admitting even to flying or attending the witches’ sabbath, and
when they did so they presented themselves as outsiders, women who
hung at the edges of the wild assemblies, without finding friends among
the fellow witches. One witch recalled that the others came from else-
where, they wore masks and spoke with accents she could not under-
stand, and they were well dressed, not of her class. She did not dance, and
at the feast, few people sat at her table.®® This was certainly a means of
cutting down their involvement and guilt and yet the strong sense
of being outsiders which their words convey suggests that the fantasies
mirrored their current experience of isolation, socially marginal and
shorn of friends who might succour them. Their relations with the Devil
were distant and unsatisfactory. Even when conviction was a certainty,
these accused witches still tried to minimize the extent of their sexual

. involvement with the Devil, Dorothea Braun insisting at the last that,

contrary to her earlier confessions, she had never had sex with the Devil
and had always resisted him; Anna Ebeler saying that she had told the
Devil she was too old for such things; Anna Schwayhofer firmly denying

* that intercourse had ever taken place.® Indeed, Braun presents the Devil

as a kind of peremptory employer, a master whose whims she was con-
demned never to satisfy. She was too slow learning the craft, she
explained, and so the Devil beat her.” Their accounts usually give only
the merest description of the Devil — he came as a journeyman, or dressed
in black, he was a disembodied arm — and they try to argue that their
bodies remained intact. Diabolic invasion presents a taboo from which
they wanted to shield themselves. But genital sexuality is seldom their
own explanation of what they do, even though the sexual narrative
would excuse their deed with the culpability of Eve. Instead, dirt and
degradation feature. This is most evident in the names of their diabolic
lovers, which had names such as Hendirt, Gooseshit and the like, names
which combine animality with excrement.”” Common to almost all is the
acknowledgement of the feeling of hatred and the sense of being deserted
by God, exiled from the community of fellow Christians. Yet their deeds
are projected on to the Devil: he whispers what they should do, he gives
them the powder, he forces them to harm the children. In this way their
hostile emotions (apart from the first feelings of hatred) could be pro-
jected on to the Devil and dissociated from themselves, in a kind of
splitting characteristic of witchcraft at every level.

But if I am right that witchcraft could involve conflicts between women
that have to be understood in psychic terms, we still need to explain why
such conflicts were open to expression through witchcraft at a particular
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historical moment. After all, even in the town we have been considering
here, there were witchcraft cases which followed this pattern or drew on
these motifs for only a little over a century, and they were concentrated in
the years from 1650 to 1700. After 1700, we can notice a dramatic inver-
sion of the pattern. Now, children rather than their mothers became the
objects of suspicion. Between 1724 and 1730, thirty-one child witches
were locked up,” while after the death of one suspected witch in custody
in 1699, no older women were condemned.” This reversal suggests to
me that the dynamics of much witch-hunting have to be sought in the
relationship between mother and child which, after a certain point,
switched to the child rather than its mother. I suspect that witch-hunting
in the seventeenth century must in part be related to the idealization of
motherhood in Baroque society. This is not simply a matter of misogyny:
after all, it was because the state took the fears and accusations of suffer-
ing mothers seriously that cases could be prosecuted. Germany in the
later seventeenth century was a society recovering from the ravages of
the Thirty Years’ War. In Augsburg, the population had halved: small
wonder that people feared attacks on fertility.”* Here the widow played a
double role. On the one hand, attacks on old, post-menopausal women
are a staple of misogynist tract from the late sixteenth century onwards.
But on the other, the widow, I have been suggesting, was merely the
mother’s mirror image, a woman who could be the repository of all
the fears about evil mothers. Maternal hostility and fears about evil
mothers could not easily be expressed directly in a society where Mary
was revered by both Catholics and Protestants, and where the image of
the suffering Madonna was ubiquitous. Hence, too, the tendency in folk-
tale to populate a story with evil stepmothers who alone can represent the
bad mother, keeping pure the image of the good, dead mother. Here it is
no coincidence that this period also saw a dramatic increase in executions
of the ultimate evil mother, the woman who commits infanticide: such
women had to be executed. This rise occurred from the early seventeenth
century onwards, even though the Imperial Law Code of 1532 had paved
the way for such executions three generations before. Together with
witchcraft, this accounted for the vast bulk of women executed in Augs-
burg in the seventeenth century.”® The themes of much witchcraft, I would
argue, are to be found not in a simple sexual antagonism between men
and women, but in deeply conflicted feelings about motherhood. At this
level, we can talk about misogyny: one trouble with modern psycho-
analysis, I think, as with seventeenth-century witchcraft, is that in the
end, a mother, or a figure in a maternal position, is made responsible for
our psychicills.

What | have been trying to do here is to explore the themes of early
modern witcheraft not so much in order to explain that phenomenon,
but in order to see, in the one area where we do have detailed document-
ation, whether early modern subjectivities were radically different from
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Plate 9.6 H: Ebeler is executed and her body burnt to ashes

our own. That is, I have been asking whether and how there is a
history of mind and emotion. It might be objected that I have used
psychoanalytic categories in order to explore past mental phenomena,
and to that extent, my argument is circular, but I think this conceptual
difficulty is inherent in the productive use of ideas. One current problem
is whether a body of theoretical work like psychoanalysis, designed in
a particular historical period, can possibly do justice to the mental lives
of people in quite a different time. It is certainly true that psychoanalytic
theory can be-used to reduce all symbolic worlds to the same meaning,
so that everything speaks of phallologocentrism, or betrays the Oedipal
complex. I do not think testimony should be read reductively in this
way. In the material I was reading, basic psychic conflicts which did
not accord with what I expected to find were emerging from witness

_statements. It seems to me that there are some primary areas of attach-

ment and conflict -~ between those in maternal positions and children -
which are pretty fundamental to human existence, but the form those
conflicts may take and the attitude societies adopt to them may change.”
This, it seems to me, is the territory of the historian. If historians declare
the effects of primary emotions of this kind to be unknowable, they will
be condemning us to use of a ‘common-sense’ model of psychological
explanation which makes no sense at all because it leaves out of account
the extent to which irrational, deep and unconscious feeling can deter-
mine human action - and it is hard to see how any history of witchcraft
or even of religion can be satisfactory without exploring this dimension.

NOTES

1 Stadtarchiv Augsburg (hereafter cited as StadtAA), Urgichtensammlung
(hereafter cited as Urg.), 28 Jan. 1669, Anna Ebeler.

2 StadtAA, Stafbiicher des Rats, 1563-1703. For the indispensable, path-
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breaking study of witchcraft in Bavaria, see Wolfgang Behringer, Hexenverfol-
gung in Bayern. Volksmagie, Glaubenseifer und Staatsrison in der Frithen Neuzeit,
Munich 1987, pp. 431-69: there is one unclear case from 1563; one woman
died under arrest in 1591 (p. 157), and another in 1699 (Strafbuch des Rats,
1654-99, 24 Sept. 1699, Elisabeth Memminger). See also Bernd Roeck, Eine
Stadt in Krieg und Frieden. Studien zur Geschichte der Reichsstadt Augsburg
zwischen Kalenderstreit und Paritit (Schriftenreihe der Historischen Kommis-
sion bei der Bayerischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 37), Gottingen 1989,
esp. vol. 1, pp. 113-16, 445-54; and vol. 2, pp. 539-52 on the witch-trial of
1625; and on the cases of 1654, see Wolfgang Wist, ‘Inquisitionsprozess
und Hexenverfolgung im Hochstift Augsburg im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert’,
Zeitschrift fiir Bayerische Landesgeschichte, 50, 1987, pp. 109-26. On witch-
hunting in the region as a whole, H.C. Erik Midelfort, Witch Hunting in
Southwestern Germany 1562-1684. The social and intellectual foundations,
Stanford, Calif. 1972.

Three of those executed were lying-in-maids, and a fourth was a failed
midwife. Four of those heavily suspected were lying-in-maids and most
were expelled from the town on other pretexts. Other cases were closely
related. One executed, witch killed her own child, another committed incest
with her own son who later died, while a third had worked as a child-
minder. In seven further cases, themes were borrowed from the same para-
digm: the executed witches had harmed children for whom they were in
some sense responsible.

Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English, Witches, Midwives and Nurses. A
history of women healers, New York and London 1973. See also, for a survey
of feminist views of witchcraft, Dagmar Unverhau, ‘Frauenbewegung und
historische Hexenverfolgung’, in Andreas Blauert (ed), Ketzer, Zauberer,
Hexen. Die Anfinge der europiiischen Hexenverfolgungen, Frankfurt am Main
1990. Recently it has been argued that witchcraft accusations were an attempt
to destroy a female science of birth control: Gunnar Heinsohn and Otto
Steiger, Die Vernichtung der weisen Frauen. Beitrige zur Theorie und Geschichte
von Bevolkerung und Kindheit (Part A, Hexenverfolgung, Kinderwelten, Men-
schenproducktion, Bevdlkerungswissenschaft), Herbstein 1985. However, the
cases the authors cite are actually about hostility to children, not about birth
control: see, for example, pp. 149-56. For a critique of the Heinsohn-Steiger
thesis, see Robert Jiitte, ‘Die Persistenz des Verhiitungswissens in der Volks-
kultur. Sozial- und medizinhistorische Anmerkungen zur These von der
‘Vernichtung der weisen Frauen’, Medizinhistorisches Journal, 24, 1989,
pp. 214-31. David Harley has argued that there is little evidence for the
importance of midwives among those executed in England: "Historians as
Demonologists: the myth of the midwife-witch’, Social History of Medicine, 3,
no. 1, 1990, pp. 1-26; and for a similar argument, Peter Kriedte, ‘Die Hexen
und ihre Anklager. Zu den lokalen Voraussetzungen der Hexenverfolgungen
in der frithen Neuzeit — Ein Forschungsbericht’, Zeitschrift filr historische
Forschung, 14, 1987, pp. 47-71, 60. While it may be true that the absolute
figure of midwives accused or executed was small, they are none the less a
recognizable eccupational group in the German evidence where only a few
other work patterns may be discerned. Their significance might be better
related to the involvement of mothers, lying-in-maids and others connected
with the care of mothers and infants.

Carlo Ginzburg, Ecstasies. Deciphering the witches” sabbath, trans. Gregory
Roberts, London 1990 (first published in Italian 1989): interestingly, one of
the effects of Ginzburg’s brilliant analysis is that women'’s predominance as
victims in the witch-hunt tends to slip from the explanation.
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