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The Most Esteemed Royal Government may commonly find these beliefs in
witches and ghosts, in the devil and his supposed manifestations everywhere
among the educated and the uneducated, in the province of Prussia and in
all others of this state and all states. Even in most recent times, witch-hunts
have occurred in the Regierungsbezirk [administrative sub-unit within a
Prussian province] of Coeslin, in the area of Bütow and, before that, near
Peplin and in the Marks, as documented examples of the difficulties of
exterminating a madness perpetuated and continued by tradition.

The above quotation is taken from a lengthy report written by von Platen,
the Landrat or administrative head of Neustadt district, West Prussia, to a
government minister in 1836.2 It concerned the murder of Christina Ceinowa,
a mother of six, who had long been suspected of witchcraft by her neighbours.
The widow had been drowned in the waters off the Prussian Baltic peninsula
of Hela on 4 August 1836. She had received terrible mistreatment at the
hands of eight fishermen from the small village of Ceinowo, led by the
so-called witch doctor Stanislaus Kaminski, who had made them subject her
to a water test. The fishermen were absolutely convinced that because of her
bewitchment one of the villagers was actually possessed by the devil. Because
of this, they had imprisoned Ceinowa, a lay healer, on the day before, beaten
her with clubs, tied her up and thrown her into the Baltic Sea. When she
stayed afloat for some time, probably because of her voluminous skirts, their
suspicions were confirmed: Christina Ceinowa really was a witch, and ob-
viously responsible for the grave illness of the fisherman Johann Konkel. The
fishermen involved gave her a day and a night to take back the bewitchment.
When the allotted time was up and Konkel was still no better, they once
again threw her into the sea, where she finally drowned while Kaminski
stabbed her.

It was the Prussian Minister of the Interior, Rochow, horrified at reading
this, who underlined the words and phrases in the above quotation. Addi-
tionally, he marked the passage by a large question mark in the margins. He



also documented his astonishment at passages reporting widespread super-
stition throughout the Prussian realm – one was, after all, living in the
nineteenth century. In no way did the enlightened Rochow agree with the
Landrat ’s summary regarding the widespread and commonplace belief in
witchcraft, ghosts and the devil. Instead, he sought alternative explanations
for the gruesome murder. As will become evident, his responses to the
incident need to be seen within the context of the religious situation at the
time. Prussia had long been an officially Protestant state. Yet by 1836 a
sizeable minority (around 40 per cent) of the Prussian population was
Catholic, most of whom lived in Silesia and former Polish territories annexed
in the previous century, and in the provinces of Rhineland and Westphalia
annexed in 1815. Ceinowo, now part of Poland, was one such Catholic
community.

The measures taken by Rochow are fortunately documented in the files
of the Prussian Ministry of the Interior kept at the Berlin Geheimes Staatsar-
chiv (Prussian State Archive). This particular archival material complements
a wide range of sources aiding us in researching attitudes regarding the belief
in witchcraft during the nineteenth century. As well as examining the archival
material kept by the state administration and official church records, in which
administrators and clergy stated their opinions, it is also helpful to consider
the opinions of physicians and journalists regarding popular beliefs. After all,
it was a news report that initially made the Prussian Ministry of the Interior
aware of the Hela murder. Sources deriving from within the witch-believing
public are much rarer, but are still extant in written charms, petitions
addressed to the administration, and eyewitness accounts from patients
explaining the reason for their medical choices. One more class of material
needs to be considered: anti-superstition literature. Books and pamphlets
railing against popular beliefs were published throughout the nineteenth
century, and contain many useful pieces of information. As to their efficacy,
it appears more likely that rather than reducing the sum of ‘superstition’ they
kept public interest in its subject going – even among those sections of the
population who were the target of their ‘improving’ discourse.

Research on the continuation of witchcraft beliefs after the end of the
witch trials is still in its infancy among German historians. Recently, there
have been some innovative impulses in researching the persistence or re-
emergence of magic in the nineteenth century. Here, so-called superstitious
practices and beliefs are placed within their social and cultural context and
analysed according to modern patterns of interpretation.3 However, the
results are, as a whole, quite meagre, a summary that can be repeated
regarding recent folklore research as well, even though the discipline has a
long and influential tradition of investigation into witchcraft and supersti-
tion.4 Many nineteenth- and early twentieth-century German folklore and
antiquarian studies contain references to relevant contemporary occurrences.
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Early folklorists interpreted ‘superstition’ mainly as a relic of pagan or
medieval beliefs that were already widely submerged. Even in the twentieth
century, folklorists were using their material to prove the timeless and
mythical continuity of pre-modern ideas.5

All these various sources demonstrate that the belief in witchcraft re-
mained widespread during the nineteenth century, and was consequently
considered a virulent problem by the authorities. Since the age of Enlight-
enment, witchcraft had largely ceased to be considered a probable cause of
misfortune in educated circles, but outside these circles it remained a common
explanation for many incurable diseases and sufferings. Even if the religious
understanding of disease was in all practical aspects supplanted by a medical
and scientific one, we can severely doubt whether Heinz Dieter Kittsteiner’s
theory about the internalization of evil in the era of Enlightenment holds
true outside educated society.6 The Catholic Church and state administration
were confronted time and again with petitions and queries regarding witch-
craft and magic, which contain many differing views and interpretations. The
opinions of the acting parties will be the subject of the following discussion,
which analyses the intentions of the medical profession and the state admin-
istration, the reaction of the Catholic Church and clergy, and the views of
the people at the heart of such events as the Ceinowa incident.

Superstition or illness? Interpretations by the state and the medical
profession

The authorities’ campaign for the enlightenment of the population continued
far into the industrial era, often accompanied by journalistic efforts. The state
administration subtly but consistently co-ordinated its campaigns against the
belief in witchcraft, magic and ghosts with the Catholic Church authorities,
assigning active roles to clergy, teachers and doctors. The Hela murder is a
very good example of this. Although the eight fishermen involved and their
ringleader, the lay healer Stanislaus Kaminski, who was known to the
Prussian authorities from related incidents, were severely punished, the main
concern in far-away Berlin was the extermination of the witchcraft supersti-
tions that had governed the fishermen’s actions. Although in the short term
the preferred instrument of this fight was suppression by means of censorship,
bans and medical intervention, the Prussian state would, in the long run,
combat superstition by means of better education, religious instruction and
the popularization of medical knowledge, especially among the younger
generation. Mid-range efforts included the improvement of communications,
among which the Prussian ministerial officials during the Vormärz era
counted the construction of roads. These made remote villages like Ceinowo
on the Baltic peninsula of Hela much more easily accessible and served to
include them into the economy at large. Local government in the nearest
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administrative centre Danzig saw an important cause for the Ceinowa murder
in the fact that the Ceinowo economy was precariously reliant on fishing.
The economic situation in the village was said to be ‘meagre and highly
precarious. These unfortunate circumstances have much contributed to se-
verely retarding civilisation, as people are far too impecunious to avail
themselves of its blessings’.7 The main consequences for the villagers con-
sisted of an increased presence of the state in their midst. This was of primary
importance for Rochow. In 1836 extra money was assigned to hire an
additional constable as well as to improve schooling, which was perceived to
be highly deficient.8 The state representative in Ceinowo, the village mayor,
Jacob Trendel, who believed in witchcraft, was replaced; the Prussian state
would not tolerate unenlightened civil servants.9 However, the correspond-
ence between Rochow and his colleague Altenstein in the Kultusministerium
(Ministry of Culture and Education), shows that increased policing took
absolute precedence over improving education.10

Yet the overriding perception was still that education was the most
powerful instrument for the containment of superstition alongside religious
edification and admonition. Thus Altenstein insisted on urging the Catholic
clergy to fight the ‘delusional’ beliefs in witchcraft. For a long time, the
curriculum in Prussian schools had concentrated less on imparting pro-
gressive knowledge and education than on discipline and obedience. Again,
it is no surprise that the typical laments about the lack of education as reason
for the continued belief in witchcraft was repeated and confirmed again and
again – a verdict that even the Catholic Church might have shared.11

In Ceinowo, things were out in the open. Those involved in the deadly
water test were charged with murder. In most cases, however, manifestations
of belief in witchcraft were not considered capital offences. In the opinion of
Prussian legislation, superstition was mainly caused by stupidity and lack of
education, so the state was more worried about the cynical exploitation of the
superstitious by cunning-folk and the like. Criminal charges of fraud were the
standard procedure in these cases, and suspects were, as a rule, found guilty.
Additionally, the charge of grober Unfug or ‘criminal mischief ’ (§360, no. 11
in the penal code of the German Reich from 1871) was also used to combat
the practice of magic. The offence was initially primarily employed to suppress
various Social Democrat political intrigues. It gained its relevance regarding
magical practitioners from a decree issued by the Prussian Ministry of the
Interior on 14 October 1873, which declared ‘the encouragement of supersti-
tion’ an offence punishable by a fine of 150 Reichsmark or imprisonment.12

Prussian medical authorities, and many doctors in their wake, tried to
use their medical and scientific world-view to rationalize the irrational and
to explain ‘abnormal’ beliefs increasingly in terms of mental illness. At least
the same importance was accorded to keeping peace and order. Public security
was the primary concern, for example, when in 1837 the somnambulistic
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visions of ten-year-old Peter Hennes of Koblenz came to the attention of the
authorities. The boy had seen not only the apostles but also the Devil and
drew large crowds in the city, which caused the Koblenz police sergeant to
perceive him as a threat to ‘Ruhe und Ordnung’ (‘peace and order’). In order
to get the bottom of these incidents and to control the crowds, the sergeant
set about questioning numerous witnesses. One of them was the Koblenz
doctor Richter, who diagnosed the boy as displaying ‘artificial’ somnambul-
ism.13 Yet the psychological interpretation of such beliefs in witchcraft and
the Devil was cited increasingly often throughout the century and had its
roots among the first mesmerists, who sought to explain everything – even
early modern witch-hunts – in terms of animal magnetism.14

Throughout the nineteenth century, as the medical profession established
itself, religious healers were increasingly relegated merely to consoling and
comforting the sick rather than actually diagnosing and curing.15 A central
decree for the Rhine province dated 29 September 1827, which the Prussian
civil servants were subsequently admonished to strictly enforce, banned all
forms of pastoral medical therapy. Clergymen in violation of this law were
threatened with severe punishment.16 However, the practice of following and
administering this decree was discontinued after some time. In 1841, the
chaplain of the Siegburg mental institution, Reverend Löhr, had to ask the
Cologne Generalvikar to intercede against the practice of exorcising mentally
ill women who thought themselves witches, and to have them immediately
consigned to the lunatic asylum.17 This is proof of the well-aimed efforts by
the medical administration and individual doctors to disassociate illness from
its interpretation within the context of Christian religion. Using the charge
of superstition in this context demonstrated the advance of secularization and
modernization in the understanding of ‘superstition’. The incident is addi-
tional proof of the many-faceted use of this term, the use of which helped
Prussian civil servants and physicians to repeatedly reassure themselves of
its consistent definition and their shared point of view. From this perspective,
belief in miracles and witchcraft gave reason to repeatedly classify these
incidents among similar occurrences, thus providing them with a semblance
of a historical context and divesting them of their religious significance.18

Quite obviously, the administrative and medical view of the closely
connected belief in witchcraft and the Devil changed visibly during the
nineteenth century. While at the beginning of the century, exorcism caused
official concern only when it became a public spectacle, at the end even its
tacit toleration was frowned upon. While earlier the high number of possessed
or spiritually healed people gave cause for scandal, later on even the mere
fact of an incident of exorcism or Überlesen (‘reading over’; the reading of
religious text in order to cure illness or possession) would cause public offence
and ridicule.19 Such activities were perceived as a sign of rural Catholic
retardation in the eyes of the liberal bourgeoisie. With the beginning of the
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Prussian and German Kulturkampf this ostracizing discrimination joined
wider controversies regarding Weltanschauung. This point of view was widely
accepted among Prussian civil servants and led to many conflicts with the
Catholic Church. Denominational motives were certainly behind some of
these attacks. Members of the Evangelischer Bund zur Wahrung der deutsch-
protestantischen Interessen (Evangelic Association for the Realization of German
Protestant Interests) and journalists associated with them often accused the
Papacy and the Jesuits of concertedly promoting the belief in witchcraft. This
propaganda may lie at the root of the persistent legend that early modern
witch-hunts and the belief in witchcraft had been an almost exclusively
Catholic phenomenon.

Between secret investigation and toleration: variants in the attitude
of the Catholic Church

The persistence of traditional forms of piety, like the belief in witchcraft and
the Devil, which were sporadically highlighted and lamented by the enlight-
ened press forced church authorities into action.20 Banning religious ‘heresies’
and their scandalous consequences was an important issue for the Catholic
Church throughout the century. The Cologne Generalvikariat in particular
took careful note of any breaches of Catholic norms, labelling them ‘religiöse
Mißbräuche und Umtriebe’ (‘religious abuses and subversive activities’). This
blanket term was used to describe and denounce religious activities as varied
as the reading of supposedly superstitious tracts, the use of spiritual therapies
like exorcism and miracle cures, and the belief in witchcraft, hauntings,
stigmatizations and other so-called false pieties.21 While all ideas and practices
associated with these beliefs were frowned upon as violations of the norms
and ideas of the official Catholic Church, on their own they were not usually
serious enough to draw the interest of the archbishopric. More important to
the Cologne Generalvikariat than the violations themselves were instances
when the local clergy supported or even instigated these incidents, or when
the events drew conspicuously large crowds.22 It is important to note that
the definition of what were legitimate and illegitimate activities was never
clearly stated in the first place and varied widely, depending on time and
circumstance.

The difficulties of explaining the distinction between miracles and super-
stitions were quite apparent in the practical handling of the belief in
witchcraft. Outside the Catholic Church itself, all efforts to distinguish clearly
the two fields of belief met with failure.23 The Church and the Rhineland
clergy were constrained by the demands for peace and order from the
Prussian authoritarian state, which insisted on the medical and scientific
interpretation of illness on the one hand, and the needs of many practising
Catholics who still adhered to traditional religious ideas on the other. For
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the Catholic Church, this meant constant rivalry in its relations with medical
science and state-approved physicians and, at the same time, a loss of its
normative function. An understanding of natural science lowered the prob-
ability of a miracle – even if it was, in principle, still possible – and incited
general doubts about the truth of religious teachings. In addition, pressure
from the press, which was extremely critical of any religious deviation, further
constricted the radius of action for the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, the
leadership of the diocese did possess several instruments with which to react
to religious deviations and miraculous incidents. For example, secret inves-
tigations of odd occurrences and miraculous manifestations were conducted
– ‘at first quietly and without causing a stir’ as Church sources repeated time
and again.24 Public investigations ran the risk of attracting the attention of
the newspapers, which the church wanted to avoid at all cost. The diocese
tried to quell public perception that official recognition of the strange and
miraculous was certain and imminent.

The usual practice throughout the nineteenth century was to select
expert clergy to investigate miraculous affairs.25 In difficult cases, when
several of the local clergy had already stated their agreement on the reality
of events, the leadership of the diocese itself decided to intercede. This
occurred in Giesenkirchen in 1890 when the visions of the probably epileptic
33-year-old Gertrud Püllen attracted the strong backing of the local clergy.
The case interwove the belief in miracles, diabolism and witchcraft. She
experienced apparitions of both the Virgin Mary and the Devil, who took
regular turns to communicate with or through her. While possessed by the
Devil she would blaspheme, as the embarrassed author of a report on these
events put it, against ‘the present clerics, the dirty Nazarene and, in a way
that doesn’t bear repeating, the Mother of God’. This was often accompanied
by the vomiting of coins, needles and steel nibs in addition to the more usual
bloody bile.26 A local mystic, whose visions confirmed Püllen’s ecstatic
outpourings, bolstered her credibility and intensified her influence on the
population.27 The local clergy composed a joint petition to the Cologne
Archbishop, urging his consent to exorcise her. However, the woman died
before the canon, suffragan bishop and later Archbishop of Cologne, Antonius
Hubert Fischer, who had speedily hurried to Giesenkirchen, could complete
his report.28 Even if such occurrences were imbued with an aura of the
extraordinary that caused public scandal in some sections of the population,
they also served to prove the interconnection between Christian belief in
miracles and the certainty of Evil that extended even into the rank and file
of the Catholic clergy. Still, there were phases when the Catholic Church
reacted with caution and restraint, leaving things to run their natural course,
especially during the German-Prussian Kulturkampf, when the toleration of
miraculous apparitions of the Virgin Mary may certainly have been motivated
by denominational politics.29
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Although many of the local clergymen tried to avoid exorcism, they were
repeatedly forced to appeal to the church authorities. They were regularly
confronted with pleas for help from their parishioners to aid with curing
people and animals by Überlesen or ‘reading over’ the patient when orthodox
medical alternatives proved inadequate.30 This highly popular religious ther-
apy was used against both possession and bewitchment, and was not only
employed by the clergy. In 1825, in the small village of Walldorf (Kreis
Bonn), a witch doctor named Heinrich Küchen stood in for the parish priest,
Jacob Schmidt, who had refused to treat an allegedly bewitched child.31 Owing
to the popularity of such spiritual therapies, and because of a particular query
by the Neukirchen parish priest Friedrich Christian Philipps, in 1831 the
Cologne Generalvikariat was forced to outline its own views about the use of
exorcism in cases of bewitchment. Under the condition that the Kreisphysikus
(district medical doctor) was consulted, the Generalvikariat defined exorcism
‘as a psychological measure perhaps not without its successes, but contrary
to the declared intentions of the church, as they would hand justified cause
for censure and ridicule to the unbelievers and heretics of our enlightened
times’.32 In his answer, the epochal change towards favouring medical expla-
nations is also present, as mental therapy in the Siegburg asylum (founded
in 1825) was ultimately advocated.33 Nevertheless, sometimes when patients,
who believed themselves bewitched, were discharged from the asylum as
incurable, their families once again sought the clergy to ‘read over’ their
relatives.34

The position taken by the Generalvikariat assured the unquestioning
acceptance of medical authorities and their responsibilities in order to avoid
immediate interference from the Prussian state in internal Church affairs. Yet
when clergymen clearly and unmistakably denounced the belief in witchcraft
and miracles, they had to expect problems from below. When, for example,
the priest of the Aachen parish of St Foilan, preached from the pulpit against
a miracle healer, the next morning he found himself confronted with a graphic
reprimand in the shape of a dead cat nailed to his house.35 As this clergyman
was the widely known and highly important Aachen city dean and arch-canon
Johann Theodor Mürckens, this incident serves to prove the fact that the
anger of the population was not tempered in the face of high-ranking
personages within the Church.

The demand of the state authorities for the immediate removal of
superstitious clergymen from their parish duties put Church authorities in a
precarious situation, as large parts of the clergy evidently tolerated or even
encouraged such ideas and practices. The archival sources from the Cologne
Generalvikariat show that some clergy actively participated in the popular
discourse on witchcraft, possession and mystical phenomena, especially mon-
astic clerics like Jesuits, Capucins, Redemptorists, and, in the Rhine province,
Franciscans.36 Parish priests in the diocese who did not toe the official line

36 Witchcraft continued



and publicly voiced their belief in such phenomena were subject to severe
punishment from the Church authorities.37 It is important to note that such
clergy understood that the belief in witchcraft and miracles served to nourish
traditional piety, which could be channelled into other popular expressions
of faith such as the veneration of the Sacred Heart.

Education and admonition were primary among the preventative
measures pursued by the Church. While thorough studies constituted the
basis for a well-educated parish clergy, later additional education within the
dioceses served to build upon these foundations.38 Numerous sources from
parish archives show how far into the century the fear of the uncertainties
of everyday life was expressed in terms of magic and witchcraft. As a
consequence Catholic Church admonitions were rather common. In the
autumn of 1837, for example, the wife of the bargeman Goswin Schneider of
Remagen was ostracized as a witch and physically abused. The Remagen
population accused the woman of having bewitched a sick child. To resolve
the tensions in the town the Prussian authorities relied on the admonishing
influence of the experienced parish priest of Remagen, Johann Joseph Win-
deck, who was told to calm his parishioners down. Windeck’s role was all
the more important because the representative of local authority in the shape
of police constable Klein had utterly failed his official duties by taking part
in the persecution of Schneider.39

Did the official Ultramontane Church succeed in controlling and direc-
ting divergent Catholic practices and beliefs? This is an important question,
not only for current research, but also to help contextualize the claims of
nineteenth-century commentators who accused the Catholic Church of rein-
vigorating the belief in witchcraft.40 It is absolutely necessary to remind
oneself of the difference between traditional Catholicism and Ultramontanism.
Even if Ultramontanism supported traditional forms of piety, its utopian goals
were ultimately anything but traditional. Of course, its intentions were
nurtured by the retroactive utopia of re-establishing old balances of power
by modern means. Even beyond the middle of the century it was still obvious
how narrow the radius of action was for clergymen trying to contain and
suppress traditional forms of piety, as in conflicting situations they frequently
had no choice but to accede to the wishes of their parishioners.

Internal views: warding off fear, illness and crises

Historians’ attempts to understand the internal perspective of those who
believed in witchcraft and the Devil during the nineteenth century are fraught
with several problems. In the first place, there is the issue of source material.
There are relatively few sources that derive directly from the pen of those
actually involved in witchcraft disputes. Much research is still needed in this
area. What we find in Catholic Church archives are numerous statements on
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the subject by those clergy who played secondary roles in disputes. Miracle
healers and lay exorcists certainly publicized testimonies from grateful pa-
tients to document their success rate, but we rarely hear directly from those
patients. Some sources, however, do bring us closer to the ‘popular’ voice.
There are, for example, documents in which people apply for dispensation
from the bishopric to conduct exorcisms for family members. Investigations
by the official Church against clergymen charged with exorcism would also
quite frequently contain testimonies from parish members stating their belief
in witchcraft and the Devil.

During the first decades of the Prussian rule in the Rhine province from
1815 onwards, the cultural distance of many civil servants from the many
customs of the Rhine area help explain the reason for numerous bans and
prejudices. Lack of cultural comprehension could culminate in accusations of
superstition by the new rulers.41 They were not at all used to such Rhineland
and Westphalian customs as the Gänsereiten or Gänsehauen, which concerned
the ritual clubbing to death of live geese from horseback, a custom reserved
exclusively for servants using their masters’ horses in a classic reversal of
social roles. Neither did they look favourably on the lavish wakes called
Reuessen und –trinken, the Gebehochzeiten – sumptuous weddings that often
brought the participating families close to ruin, and the wedding custom
known as Brautfangen (‘bride-catching’). Attempts were made to suppress such
‘unenlightened’ practices.42 Further considerations of medical policy and
public order as well as the enlightening intentions of the Prussian adminis-
tration led to frequent bans of such customs by the authorities. However,
cultural and denominational distance must have played a prominent role and
should not be underestimated, especially as it was used for auxiliary argumen-
tation culminating in the handy and catchy accusation of superstition. Even
if exorcists and witch doctors who spread the belief in witchcraft were seen
as damaging, superstitious and dangerous in the official verdict, this view
only prevailed very haltingly among the local population.

When, in 1818, a letter bearing a false address was passed to the Cologne
Oberpräsident, Solms-Laubach, denouncing the ‘superstitious’ ringing of
church bells to turn away thunderstorms in the municipality of Wichterich,
the chief administrator reacted immediately in having the abuse investigated
and banned.43 The Oberpräsident correctly connected this custom of ‘Gewitter-
oder Wetterläuten’ with traditional methods of warding off lightning, demons
and witches that were banned in the archbishopric of Trier around 1783 by
the last Trier Elector and Archbishop, Clemens Wenzeslaus.44 Despite such
prohibitions it should come as no surprise that church bells continued to be
rung in the Rhine province during the nineteenth century to ward off witches
as well as thunderstorms.

Behind such beliefs, which were widely denounced as expressions of
irrationality and pre-modern thinking, we may find far more rationality than
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is evident at first sight. Consulting a witch doctor after numerous medical
professionals had been consulted and failed to offer a solution can be seen as
a rational act if we assume health to be a forward-looking value, in so far as
it helps assure a better future.45 Additionally, it is of course an active and
independent act to undertake a journey by one’s own choice in order to find
relief for a disease deemed incurable. This is a quite rational decision – an
attribute of ‘superstition’ denied by all enlightened administrative statements.
The Hela case from 1836 demonstrates the point. The sick fisherman, Johann
Konkel, had little choice but to consult the cunning-man Kaminski for his
help as no doctor had yet settled near the remote village. Only when
Kaminski’s therapeutic means did not meet with success did the suspicion of
witchcraft lead to an act of ‘superstitious’ physical violence. It is interesting,
though, that the brute force of the highly inebriated villagers was enacted
against none other than a potential rival of the lay healer Kaminski.46 The
questioning of some villagers and the 23-year-old village mayor, Trendel,
turned up the fact that everyone thought the influence of witches on the
weather, fishing catches and the health of the villagers a self-evident truth.
In addition, everyone thought that the easily excitable Christina Ceinowa was
a witch who could induce as well as cure all kinds of illness.47

Belief in witchcraft and in warding off evil personified was not only rooted
in a long and varied tradition of medical diagnosis and cure, it also remained
a common source of resolving a multitude of fears and personal and communal
crises.48 Emotions of fear and guilt were part of everyday life for Catholic
men and women, as research on contemporary autobiographical sources has
suggested. These emotions culminated in the fear of hell as punishment for
religious and moral misbehaviour.49 Trying to find a deeper meaning behind
events strengthened the idea of illness as a punishment from God. But new
fears were also integrated into traditional patterns of interpretation. An overt
expression of this phenomenon was the common refusal to use the increas-
ingly ubiquitous steam trains. Popular prejudices against the railways,
contemporary symbol of progress and facilitators of industrialization some-
times culminated in actual phobia. The trains, spewing sparks and steam,
were thought by some to be a fiendish manifestation. In Baden, for example,
it was said that people believed that the Devil took one passenger at each
station as his reward.50

Protection from the evil influences of the Devil, ghosts and witches, or
the warding off of general bad luck remained important to a significant section
of the population throughout the century and beyond, as the impressive
collection of scrapbooks and loose papers from the vicarage of Konfeld (Trier
Diocese) shows.51 This anthology, which contains numerous prophylactic
charm formulae, was probably confiscated and kept safe by the parish priest
around the beginning of the nineteenth century. It seems to have been
compiled by several literate authors from different early modern magical
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texts. One protective formula repeatedly found in this collection is entitled,
‘To banish evil spirits and evil people from the house and the stables’:

Bethzairle and all evil spirits, spirits human and airy, watery, seeds of fire
and earth and all ghosts, I, N. forbid you my bed and the beds of my children,
I forbid you in the name of God my house, stables, barns, the flesh and blood
of myself, my wife and my children, our bodies and souls; I, N., forbid you
all holes, even nail holes, in my house, stables, barns, everywhere around my
house, until you . . . all the little hills and empty all the little brooks, count
all the little leaves on the trees and all the stars in the heavens, until the
dear day comes unto us when the Blessed Virgin Mary bears her second son.
+++ These I forbid you in the name of the most holy trinity God Father +
Son + and Holy Ghost + Amen.52

It is remarkable that this formula aims to put witches, ghosts or devils to
never-ending work in order to keep them eternally busy and unable to fulfil
their evil intentions. The formula was not meant to defeat evil but merely to
keep it at bay, while the speaker asked for divine support and warding off of
evil by calling it by its name. The continuity of such ideas is proven by the
existence of Schutzbriefe, protective letters purporting to be written by Jesus,
the Virgin Mary, or various saints, which were supposed to protect their
bearer by their mere presence. They were enormously popular during the
First World War.53 Frightening or miraculous events like stigmatizations,
ecstatic visions or accidents of fate not only strengthened the belief in the
work of personified evil but also the willingness to use exorcism to banish
it. It was not just in rural areas that such beliefs found expression, but also
in towns and cities such as Berlin, where, in 1849, the satanic visions of
eleven-year-old child prodigy Luise Braun electrified the populace as much
as the revolutionary instability gripping the place.54

Only a few of the social and societal functions of witch-hunts were still
extant in the nineteenth century. In Ceinowo a medical rival and outsider was
reinterpreted as a witch and destroyed with the help of several villagers,
although state and Catholic Church had already considerably narrowed the
radius for magical interpretations of personal crises and threats. Historians
of the French Annales School have shown us the importance of ‘long-persistent
structures’ in society. These structures have been found especially in the con-
text of pre-industrial rural culture and manifested in the belief in witchcraft.
This supposition of ‘long persistence’ corresponds partially with folkloristic
research into superstition during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
which sought to identify the belief in witchcraft as a relic of Germanic and
pagan practices. This notion is also hinted at in the concept of the ‘Überhang
traditioneller Normen’ (‘overhang of traditional norms’) applied to the rural
world of the Kaiserreich (1871–1918).55 However, this interpretation is only
one potential perspective on the practices that contemporaries subsumed as
superstitious. The extent to which this was an exclusively rural phenomenon
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remains to be assessed by means of extensive surveying of sources relating
to urban societies such as newspapers. Beside the continuity and the extension
of presumably pre-modern ideas into modern times, the question of change
in these ideas is important, especially as an evolution of the belief in witchcraft
can be proven when traditional ideas mingled widely and variously with the
realities of modern life. A profound change in dealing with the belief in
witchcraft, however, cannot be discerned for the nineteenth century. Instead
of the public and judicial fight against witchcraft typical of the early modern
age, a private and predominately rural struggle against alleged witches pre-
vailed during the nineteenth century. After the secular and ecclesiastical
authorities penalized these ways of dealing with witch-inspired misfortune,
its crises and its conflicts, and while scientific medicine constantly gained
influence, only extraordinary eruptions of these beliefs can be found in the
sources so far studied, while the probably much more common suspicions and
slanders of witchcraft only rarely found their way into the public sphere.
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