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Were the neighbours of witches good neighbours? So far historiogra-
phy has tended to answer this question in the negative. The thesis
that witchcraft persecutions essentially originated in the conflicts of
early modern society has dominated research in recent decades.
Witchcraft trials are seen as an expression of social tension and an
attempt at crisis management against the background of a Little Ice
Age, which is held responsible for food shortages and epidemics.
Within the framework of these interpretations, the neighbours of vic-
tims generally play an inglorious part. They want the witch to die, and
are often prepared to accuse or denounce those who are suspected.

Jonathan B. Durrant, too, places early modern society at the cen-
tre of his investigation. But for him, the neighbours of the victims of
persecution in the prince bishopric of Eichstätt are not the enemies of
the men and women under suspicion. They do not push forward the
trials with their accusations, and have no fear at all of the putative
witches. Rather, they are inclined to help those under arrest.

The main sources for Durrant’s study of witchcraft trials in the
prince bishopric of Eichstätt are the surviving records of interroga-
tions held in this territory. The book begins, however, with a thor-
ough review of the entire source material on witchcraft trials, giving
the reader a detailed impression of the extent of the persecutions.
From 1590 to 1631, between 240 and 273 people were suspected of
witchcraft, about 87 per cent of them women. Three phases can be
identified in the persecutions. The first lasted from 1590 to 1592; the
second can be dated to 1603; and the author regards the period from
1617 to 1631 as the third. This is the one his investigation focuses on.
The persecutions during this phase were concentrated around the
town of Eichstätt, and 182 people were arrested, of whom 175 were
executed. In total, Durrant assumes that between 217 and 256 execu-
tions took place over a period of forty years.

Right at the start of his study, Durrant makes it clear that he does
not consider the persecutions in the prince bishopric as attributable
to social tensions. While he does not deny, in principle, that the Little
Ice Age influenced the phenomenon of witchcraft trials, the material
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he investigated does not yield a direct connection. Most of the vic-
tims were not arrested on the basis of accusations of malicious witch-
craft, and few neighbours testified against them as witnesses. Rather,
people who had already admitted their guilt accused them of being
at witches’ gatherings with them.

For Durrant, the trials were clearly the work of the authorities, a
claim which places the territorial ruler, Prince Bishop Johann
Christoph von Westerstetten, firmly under the spotlight. Ultimately,
Durrant argues, the crucial factor was Westerstetten’s desire to
anchor Catholic piety in his territories. Like the witchcraft persecu-
tions in the princely prebend (Fürstpropstei) of Ellwangen, which
Wester stetten had ruled since 1603, the persecutions in the prince
bishopric of Eichstätt formed part of a counter-Reformation reform
programme. Durrant suggests that Westerstetten’s Jesuit education
at the University of Ingolstadt had had a considerable influence on
his aim of eliminating witchcraft in the territory under his control.

It has long been known in the research that Ingolstadt was a cen-
tre for those who advocated persecution. The author’s argument,
however, is provocative in that he sees the mass persecutions through  -
out the Empire as a whole as a Catholic project. In asking about the
overriding significance of Catholicism for the waves of persecution,
Durrant revives a discussion that was conducted with great bitter-
ness in the nineteenth century, but has long since been put to rest in
the research. In this framework, the Bavarian-Wittelsbach im petus,
which was felt in southern Germany, but also in western Germany,
in the electorate of Cologne, for example, was again of particular
importance: the prince bishopric of Eichstätt, like other Franconian
prince bishoprics, is described as a buffer zone for the Dukes of
Bavaria who wanted to protect their territories from the damaging
influence of reform.

In the chapter on the conditions under which witchcraft persecu-
tions took place, we therefore find out more about the introduction of
Jesuits to the territory after Westerstetten was installed as bishop.
With their help, Durrant suggests, a programme of thoroughgoing
confessionalization was put into motion, hostile to Lutheran ism,
impious lifestyles, and witchcraft all at the same time. Against the
background of official and clerical strategies to combat religious
delinquency, Durrant looks at the apparatus involved. He tracks
down the persecuting bureaucracy in the prince bishopric of
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Eichstätt, and uncovers the room for manoeuvre that was used to ful-
fil the tasks which had been set.

Durrant draws his evidence that the witchcraft persecutions were
embedded in a programme of Catholic confessionalization from
court records, in particular, the interrogation lists which posed ques-
tions not only about participation in witches’ Sabbaths, but also
about sexual misbehaviour such as adultery. These interrogation lists
and the answers given to the questions are central to the book
because the author takes them as his starting point for an examina-
tion of contemporary society. He sees it as ‘a relatively stable com-
munity characterized by social cohesion rather than disruption’ (pp.
126–7), which came under increasing pressure from the authorities,
who criminalized the people’s sexual behaviour and their excessive
drinking on festive occasions.

In this context, the descriptions of witches’ Sabbaths given by the
accused appear as if in a distorting mirror, reflecting their meetings
with neighbours at weddings and other festivities. Broken by impris-
onment, torture, and interrogations, the accused ultimately tried to
tell their interrogators the stories that they wanted to hear. In order
to make them plausible, they used their memories of the festivities
that they had taken part in. Thus they incriminated neighbours—not
their enemies, but usually good neighbours—as accomplices. This
also explains why women mainly named other women. Neighbourly
ties were stronger between members of the same sex than with mem-
bers of the opposite sex.

Durrant’s view that the offence of witchcraft was essentially con-
structed through suggestive questions and that the interrogators’
expectations formed part of the confessions is shared by many
researchers. To be sure, the question arises as to whether it would
have been possible to consult other sources as a control in order to
test the argument that social conflict and everyday quarrels played
no part in the Eichstätt witchcraft persecutions. While Durrant fre-
quently draws on the work of Rainer Walz to compare his results, he
has not, it seems, checked what sources that reflect everyday quarrels
exist in the localities under investigation. These could include, for
example, the records of civil actions brought against people for slan-
der and other forms of defamation.

Nonetheless, Durrant has presented an interesting book that will
provoke discussion. In particular, the question arises as to how to
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interpret the numerous court records in which detailed descriptions
are given of witchcraft and witches’ Sabbaths. Durrant’s study
demonstrates once again that these sources leave a great deal of room
for interpretation. In essence, it is undisputed that those under sus-
picion of witchcraft ultimately had to invent narratives that satisfied
the authorities’ desire for persecution. But the question of to what
extent these descriptions depict the real, everyday life of these people
is left even further open by this work.
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