The Social Background of Witchcraft
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and Bihar County
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The present study is the translation of an abbreviated version of
Chap. 5 of my book entitled “Ordigi mesterséget nem cselekedtem.”
A boszorkanyiildozés tavsadalmi és kulturdlis hiattere a kora dgkori
Debrecenben és Bibar varmegyében (“1 have not done any diabolic deeds.”
The Social and Cultural Foundation of Witch-hunting in Early Modern
Debrecen and Bihar County) published in Debrecen in 1998.

The book examines the witch-hunting in Bihar county and its larg-
est city in Eastern Hungary between 1575 and 1766. During this period
altogether 217 trials were conducted against 303 accused, and my study
aimed at detecting the social context of the accusations and the under-
lying beliefs. The working hypothesis was based on that now classi-
cal observation of social anthropology, according to which the charges
of witchcraft resulted from the deteriorations of everyday human rela-
tions and so could allude to the existing conflicts of certain individuals
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14 LS. KRISTOF

or groups in communities. The two central questions of the examina-
tion were as follows: how (in what legal, religious and social context) and
why (among what kind of social circumstances and with what motiva-
tions) were people accused of witcheraft in 45 Hungarian Calvinist towns
and villages? To answer these questions, I have made use of a variety of
archival materials. Apart from the documents of witchcraft trials them-
selves I have surveyed the Calvinist treatises published in early mod-
ern Debrecen, and also legal and medical documents. I could identify
the protagonists of the trials through archival files such as town records,
criminal and civic documents, censuses, documents belonging to the
guild of the barber-surgeons, and the records of the Calvinist diocese.
The first three chapters of my book discuss the ways of witchcraft accu-
sations. The witch-hunts in Bihar county were of rather small size (1-3
accused per annum) and intensity (only 32% of the trials concluded in
death sentence altogether) compared with the Western European witch
craze. I have found that a possible explanation for this relative mild-
ness of the persecution could be provided by a complex consideration
of legal, religious, and other local social circumstances. Next to the
peculiarities of the accusatorial system of investigation (as opposed to
most of Western Europe, this system still existed in parts in early mod-
ern Hungary), Hungarian Calvinist demonology remained skeptical
about the concepts of diabolic witchcraft common in hysterical Sabbath-
mythologies. Consequently, the judges of Debrecen and Bihar county
were not urged to identify the accused persons as representatives of a sect
directly associating with the devil. Moreover, the early modern history of
the region was burdened with almost constant wars and skirmishes (the
area belonged to the frontiers with the Turkish Empire), so the Christian
communities living here seem to have been preoccupied with the need
for mere survival.

Chapter 5 examines the concrete social circumstances of why people
were nonetheless brought to witch trials in this region. Various legal,
religious, social anthropological and socio-historical aspects could be
brought forth to provide an explanation. As for the legal context, early
modern Hungarian law obliged the secular courts to persecute witches.
Calvinist demonology, although it regarded the worldly interventions
of the devil as being of limited scope, urged the expurgation of various
forms of sorcery and magic. Suspicion fell primarily on the practition-
ers of benevolent magic (e.g. popular healers, midwives, diviners, and the
like) supposing that they opposed the ways of divine providence. Such
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official, religious and ‘intellectual’ considerations often coincided with
contemporary folk beliefs in which witchcraft played an important role.
The popular explanations of misfortune that turned finally into witch-
craft accusations derived most often from dense everyday conflicts (‘hon-
est citizens’ versus ‘deviants’, landlords versus tenants, burghers versus
beggars, locals versus strangers, healers and midwives versus their clients
as well as guilds, gentry versus serfs). My book suggests that witchcraft
accusations indicated acute tensions in the communities concerned: the
institutionalization of medicine and social care in the city of Debrecen
and the rearrangement of privileges among the local gentry in Bihar
county.

Considering that 18 years have passed since the publication of this
work, it would have been useless to attempt to update the text with the
scholarly literature that has come out since then. I decided to leave it as
such representing an important period in Hungarian socio-cultural his-
tory, namely the late 1980s—early 1990s. Coinciding with the political
changes in East-Central Europe, this period saw the emergence of his-
torical anthropology in Hungary, mediated by, among others, English,
French and German studies of witchcraft and witch-hunting. Chapter 5
of my book represents a basically socio-functional approach to the latter,
but it evokes the emerging ‘postmodern’ i.e. narrational criticism as well
that could be turned against it in several points.

WrrcHCRAFT CHARGES AND THEIR LocAL Sociar. WORLD

Looking for social tensions within a community and for conflicts
between individual people to explain the background to the accusa-
tions of witchcraft, and the consideration of witchcraft beliefs as a par-
ticular, anthropocentric explanation of unfortunate events is an approach
rooted in the social anthropology of the Interwar period and after the
Second World War. In the 1930s, E.E. Evans-Pritchard, in his works on
the worldview of the Sudanese Azande people, interpreted witchcraft
as a coherent system of concepts explaining the world which provided
exhaustive answers to some very specific questions raised by the indig-
enous people, such as “Why did the misfortune happen to me?”, “Why
here?” and “Why now?”!

However, as Mary Douglas pointed out in her 1970 overview, those
British anthropologists following in the footsteps of Evans-Pritchard and
claiming to adopt the functionalist approach (which lived its heyday in
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the 1940 and 1950s), merely borrowed and applied certain elements of
their predecessor’s conceptual scheme in their works about the belief in
witches of different African peoples. Overall, as Mary Douglas under-
lines in her critique, it was not sociologies of knowledge that they wrote
about, but the narrow analyses of varying depth of the social function
of witchcraft—in the words of Max Marwick, of its role as a social strain
gauge.? These studies were also justly criticized in the 1960s, for instance
by Victor Turner, for not taking into consideration the potential trans-
formations of a society, and for presuming that lying in the background
of witchcraft accusations are societies which ‘reproduce’ themselves in an
unchanged form.3

Two British historians, Keith Thomas* and Alan Macfarlane,® who
in the 1970s were pioneers in applying anthropological methods based
on the many-sided analysis of the relations and conflicts between witch
and victim to the examination of history of witchcraft in England in the
sixteenth and seventeenth century, tried their best to avoid these traps.
Since the widespread continental ‘Sabbath myth’, which generated mas-
sive witch-hunts, was more or less absent in England, they both saw
witch-hunting in England as a distinct type where local witchcraft accu-
sations were above all maleficium; that is, bewitchment cases resulted
from some kind of everyday, realistic conflict between a witch and her
victim. As they have established, the most common quarrels related in
witness testimonies were ones in which the victim had refused some kind
of request made by the witch. Keith Thomas proposed an interpretation,
according to which these cases were possibly either violations of the insti-
tution of traditional neighborly assistance, or the absence of traditional
support given to social groups living off the donations of others, poor
people whose situation was uncertain—and in Elizabethan England, still
unregulated. Alan Macfarlane—taking Thomas’s idea one step further—
came to the conclusion that the witchcraft accusations of Essex in the
sixteenth and seventeenth century had stemmed from the break-up of
norms of coexistence founded upon the tradition of mutual assistance,
and from the birth and gradual expansion of an individualistic, new sys-
tem of values, in the line of the ‘spirit’ of capitalism. Thus, in search-
ing for the function of witchcraft accusations, the two researchers were
able to highlight changing social norms. Several researchers followed the
methodology of Thomas and Macfarlane, which was to analyze the social
conflicts of the witch and of the victim and the conflicts as related in the
witch trials. William Monter studied witch trials from this perspective

klanicz@gmail.com



THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND OF WITCHCRAFT ACCUSATIONS ... 17

in Switzerland, as did Erik Midelfort in Southwest Germany and John
Putnam Demos in New England.®

Meanwhile, a recent psycho-anthropological study raised a significant
challenge concerning the research of conflicts mentioned in witness tes-
timonies. The French researcher Jeanne Favret-Saada discovered during
her field-work conducted in the Bocage in the 1970s that the accounts
of conflicts narrated by the villagers who considered themselves victims
of bewitchment did not necessarily reveal the confrontation that actually
took place. This grain of truth could be unrecognizably transformed and
distorted into a kind of traditional model of witchcraft narrative, depend-
ing on how much the narrators altered and adjusted their stories in order
to meet the expectations of their community.”

The question arises as to whether the conflicts appearing in the wit-
ness testimonies of witch trials—such as the refusal of a favor noted by
Keith Thomas and Alan Macfarlane—and the other elements of malefi-
ciwm narratives are rather the stereotypes of a specific type of narrative,
and not the reflections of actual events. Obviously it is impossible to
give an answer to this question merely by working with maleficium nar-
ratives documented two or three hundred years ago. As we will indeed
see below, several essential motifs of witchcraft accusation cannot be elic-
ited from those documents. Their analysis, nevertheless, can tell us a lot
about the frameworks within which the people of that time phrased their
misfortunes.

Let us take a closer look at the conflicts as related both by the victims
and those under the suspicion of being witches. The victims (84.84%
in Debrecen, 86.36% in Bihar County) usually identified themselves
as offenders—that is, they had offended the witch, and the suspected
witches as the offended (95.45 and 88.25%). The rest of the cases con-
firm the assertion of Jeanne Favret-Saada, claiming that witchcraft accu-
sation could have resulted from conflicts between entire households. In
certain cases, for instance, the offender might be a relative of the victim
(9.09% in Debrecen, 9.84% in the county), or the offended related to
the witch (9.84% in the county). The typical setup of an offender vic-
tim and an offended witch was relatively rarely reversed, according to
the testimonies. We only encounter three cases of an offending witch in
Debrecen, and two cases (or four, if we count the relatives as well) in the
county as a whole.

Similar to the English witch trials studied by Keith Thomas and Alan
Macfarlane, the most common conflict among the types of narratives
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from Debrecen and the villages of the county was the refusal of a request
made by the witch. The most frequent requests from the victim by the
person later suspected of having bewitched them were some kind of food
(bread, dairy product, eggs), or meal (porridge, roast meat), or—primar-
ily in the county—household appliances (pot, sieve, cauldron to cook
brandy, weaving loom, laundry tub). Rarely money.

The fact, however, that the refusal of a request only occurred in
28.78% of the cases in both Debrecen and Bihar County suggests that
the maleficium narratives extended the scope of witchcraft accusation
to a much wider circle of social interactions. The second most com-
mon type of conflict—22.72% in Debrecen and 14.77% in the county—
was the violation of an agreement or arrangement by the victim. For
instance, the victim did not require the healing services they had agreed
upon with the other party, did not pay the fee due for the treatment,
ousted the tenant of the house, carried out a commission (tailoring,
sewing) either badly or not at all for someone, or did not pay the sal-
ary of someone working for them (ploughing, harvesting). The witch-
craft narratives also mention other, physical abuses—16.01% in Debrecen
and 11.36% in the county. For instance, the eventual victim physically
attacked the witch, or broke her pot or her sieve, broke her window,
harmed or killed a cow belonging to her, hoed up her hemp, or vandal-
ised the witch’s land with their cart.

Leaving the above mentioned question of Jeanne Favret-Saada open
for now, the question about how much the accounts of quarrels tell us
about the actual reasons behind the animosity between the victim and
the witch, and how much of it consisted rather of secondary explana-
tions, projections of the victim’s misfortune, let us examine closely some
of the circumstances of these conflicts.

Certain disputes seem to be connected to a specific time or period.
Such dangerous times were the turning points of life (birth, marriage,
death), and other festive and community occasions. It is apparent that
both in Debrecen and in the county these maleficium narratives, put in
different contexts, still essentially tell two variants of the same story with
an identical structure: the breaking of a norm and the punishment that
follows. In one part of the cases, the victims were trying to prove that
the witch had offended certain time-related communal rituals and expec-
tations, and that they had warned and rebuked them for it. This warning
then led to a quarrel, which eventually ended with the ‘norm-break-
ing” witch’s vengeance: bewitchment. In other narratives, the opposite
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situation can be found: it was the victims who seem to have offended a
normative expectation, and the witch’s bewitchment falls upon them as
a punishment. The witch, in these cases, appears to be the guardian of
these norms. Let us look at some examples.

According to the narratives, in cases related to childbirth and baptism
the most common cause of conflict was that the victim did not ask the
eventual bewitcher to be the midwife or the godparent. Witness testimo-
nies also report several other types of conflict. According to the account
of the 1693 trial of Mrs. Janos Molnar, a healer in Debrecen and the
daughter of a local midwife, she had scolded a woman in confinement
for not keeping the magical protective rules relating to the infant: “Why
don’t you breastfeed your child in a bonnet, because your child was fed
during the night by the night people.” The well-intentioned warning,
however, turned against Mrs. Molnar, because when the child fell ill,
they suspected her bewitchment to be the cause.’

The maleficium narratives also reveal a number of conflicts resulting
from the violation of instructions and rules relating to the period lead-
ing up to a wedding. According to the 1723 trial of Mrs. Istvan Szegedi,
she was considered to be the reason for the death of a groom who died
on his wedding night. The witnesses say that Mrs. Szegedi was invited
to the betrothal, but she was not asked to come and visit the bride from
Géborjan, and they did not bring her along when the bride was brought
home. Another bride told the judges that Mrs. Szegedi had appeared
before her during the night, because she had not chosen her son for a
husband. Mrs. Szegedi had reproached the girl that she was disparaging
her son: “Why didn’t you marry my son, he has just as good clothes as
the one you want to marry.”® From the 1715 trial of Mrs. Istvin Szab6
we learn that a groom from Kismarja believed his illness to be due to tell-
ing people about the magical procedure Mrs. Szabé had advised him to
carry out for his wedding.!? Istvan Lengyel, an itinerant fiddler, was hit
by one of the victims because he had started to play when the priest was
still among the wedding crowd. The death of this person was considered
to be the vengeance of Lengyel, according to his trial in 1716.11

The witnesses also mentioned conflicts related to funerary customs,
namely to the organization and implementation of funeral feasts, which
eventually led to witchcraft accusations. In the 1731 trial against Mrs.
Marton Nagy and Mrs. Benedek Balint from Hegykozpalyi, one of the
victims said that the reason Mrs. Nagy had bewitched her was that, when
they were cooking for the funeral feast of a neighbor, she had left earlier
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than she was supposed to. At another feast, the cooks were quarrelling
about who should serve the food. They did not let Mrs. Benedek Balint,
and therefore when one of the cooks became ill it was considered that
Mrs. Balint had bewitched her.!?

The maleficium narratives also associated the conflicts resulting in
witchcraft accusations with other feasts, holidays and social events.

Returning to the proposition of Jeanne Favret-Saada questioning the
authenticity of maleficium narratives, 1 believe that the examined narra-
tives themselves could hardly prove or disprove whether events related
two or three hundred years ago bore any relation to the accounts related
of them. It is more important to understand what they represent: a vari-
ously regulated form of social cohabitation, in which any kind of viola-
tion implied retribution including sanctions associated with the sphere
of beliefs. In the narratives we encountered the character of both the
‘norm-breaking witch’ and the ‘norm-breaking victim’. From the per-
spective of the logic of witchcraft accusations, the former testifies to the
protection of norms: the person who violates certain rules of common
life will be involved in witchcraft rumours, brought to trial and judged.
Interestingly, however, the latter is legitimizing the transgression, and
testifying to the change of norms: persons who violate certain common
rules will be victims of bewitchment, but since they gain the opportu-
nity to punish or have the bewitcher punished or sentenced, the behavior
and the act of the norm-breaker is justified in the end. Although it is
the latter case of maleficium narratives that are in the majority, and the
offender-victim—offended-witch relation can be considered dominant,
our analysis is still confined to the level of narratives. I would not go fur-
ther than to assert that the victims of the period and the territory of our
interest talked about certain norms regulating their social life as obliga-
tory rules, which, nevertheless, could be modified or changed in the con-
text of witchcraft.

It is apparent, however, that according to the maleficium narratives
most of the conflicts triggering witchcraft accusations and which arose
in the course of common social life and cooperation are not related to
a specific time period. We can also discover in the background of the
conflicts frequently occurring ‘dangerous relations’ which, accord-
ing to historians and anthropologists (Keith Thomas, Alan Macfarlane,
Max Marwick and others) studying the anthropology and the sociology
of witchcraft accusations, can reflect vulnerable social relations. If these
dangerous relations can be made to correspond to the social processes
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of the region, and more closely to the society of each community at the
time, then—despite the narrative character of the maleficium narratives
emphasized by Jeanne Favret-Saada—we can suspect existing social prob-
lems in the background of witchcraft accusations.

The trial documents, unfortunately, do not provide a full picture of
the nature of relationships between victims and witches. Among the 171
victims in Debrecen there were only 64 people (37.42%) who we know
had some kind of familial relationship with the accused witch. This ratio
is much worse in the county: among the 554 victims there were only 38
people (6.85%) of whom we know more.

In the majority of the known cases, the victim and the witch were
not related to one another. In Debrecen only 14.06% of the cases were
between relatives. In the county this ratio is much higher, (44.89%), but
it is worth noting that the parties were not so much blood relatives as
‘artificial’ kin (primarily in-laws and godparents). The rest of the cases
indicate some sort of spatial relationship. Among the latter we primarily
find neighborly and lodger-landlord relations and, on a different level,
we can count the relationship between magical specialists and patients in
this category as well. It is obvious, however, that such a small amount of
uncertain data accessible from the witch trials can tell us very little about
the problematic sectors of the concerned communities, and the hypoth-
eses formulated on the basis of such data are only very frail. Those vic-
tim-witch relations of which we know seem to suggest that from the late
seventeenth century until the mid-eighteenth century kinship and spati-
ality played an equal role in witchcraft accusations in the smaller market
towns of the county, while in Debrecen in the same period the latter case
prevailed. The dangerous relations I consider to be the most characteris-
tic (and the categories of which I will discuss below) were, nonetheless,
mostly based on certain spatial relations.

‘ProrLE OF 1L REPUTE’ AND ‘HONEST CHRISTIANS’

Percent of the 303 accused witches in Bihar County, 27.06% (82 people)
were charged with committing other crimes—mostly sexual crimes (adul-
tery, fornication, pandering, abortion, etc.) and theft. It is noteworthy
that 62 of the 82 pcople came from a market town (75.60%), and only
20 came from villages (24.39%). 53 were from Debrecen, which means
that 41.73% of all the witches brought to trial were also charged with
other accusations.
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Since we have no statistical studies at our disposal that would reflect
the crime ratios of the time in Debrecen, the market towns or the vil-
lages, these data can only be interpreted within significant limits. The
low 27.06% incidence rate of multiple crimes suggest that witchcraft
was not necessarily associated with other offenses, and witchcraft accusa-
tions did not necessarily target ‘persons of ill repute’ (cégéres személyek).
At the peak of witch-hunting in Debrecen, for instance, between 1690
and 1694—according to the statistics I have assembled on the basis of
judicial records—200 people were punished for theft, 68 for fornication,
7 for profanity, and none of these were accused of witchcraft. Seen from
the opposite angle, of the eleven witches brought to trial during this
period not one was accused of any other crime.

There is agreement among several researchers that the persons
accused of witchcraft cannot universally be considered as notorious
criminals: this is the standpoint of the synthetic account of European
witch-hunting written by Brian Patrick Levack, and some—as among
them Robert Muchembled—even object to the use of the term ‘deviant’.
William Monter, when discussing Swiss witches accused of other crimes,
talks about “negative personality types”.13

The most common crimes associated with the accused witches in
the region I have examined—sexual transgressions and theft and in
Debrecen also profanity and blasphemy—were considered to be grave
crimes by the Calvinist Church, thus defining the moral norms of the
time, and so I believe that in this sense the 82 witches accused of multi-
ple crimes could at the least have been regarded as ‘persons of ill repute’.
It is apparent that such people were to be found in a significantly greater
ratio in urban settlements (around 75%) than in villages (around 20%).
Even though there are very few comparative data at disposal, it still
seems that other aspects reflect a similar village-town disparity. Among
the accused witches from the Essex villages, for instance, only 15% were
accused of other crimes; meanwhile in the case of the urban settlements
of New England this ratio is 36%, and is even higher, 45%, in the city of
Lausanne, for example.'* It is possible that the difference in the crime
rates between witches accused in urban and rural environments also indi-
cates differences in urban and rural criminality, but to my knowledge this
is an area yet to be studied. As regards the relation between the ratio of
criminality of the accused witches to that of their community, so far only
the studies of John Putnam Demos are available, according to which
the ratio of criminality in the seventeenth century urban settlements of
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New England was somewhere around 10-20%, while that of the accused
witches, as I have previously mentioned, was much higher, around
36%.'5 Taking all this into consideration, Demos warns that whatever
name we use, we have to find closer ties between witchcraft and other
crimes than research has so far suggested.

These ties, which among the regions I have studied were espe-
cially evident in Debrecen, were probably strongly influenced by the
witchcraft concepts of the Calvinist church. The Calvinist witch ste-
reotype has a side—primarily emphasized in the treatise of the Puritan
Matyas Nogradil®—which associated the sin of witchcraft with other
crimes. Contemporary Calvinist theology usually saw a connection
between the various sins. They formed a chain, as Gyorgy Komaromi
Csipkés explained in 1666. If someone committed a crime, they were
unlikely to escape others: “Although the source of every crime a man
commits in his life is Original Sin ... often ... the committed crime is
the cause and the source of subsequent crimes. It is easy to commit the
next crime, as David passed from fornication to murder... If someone
commits a crime, it entails many others, because a crime is like a chain-
link.”17 The “nature of the crime in these actions” could be manifold, as
Gispar Decsi had listed almost a century carlier in his 1582 dissertation,
“Adultery, fornication ... idolatry ... poisoning ... envy, wrath ... heresy,
murder, drunkenness, riotousness”.!® According to the Calvinist argu-
ment, by committing the first sin, one would forfeit the mercy of God,
and in the absence of this further crimes would come ecasily.!? We can
fairly presume that the Calvinist Church’s concept of crime affected the
way witchcraft accusations were oriented. If the communities—whether
in New England or in Bihar County—appropriated this concept, witch-
craft accusations could easily have been directed at people who previ-
ously, in their past, had done something of ill repute.

On the other hand, it is worth taking note which crimes were most
often associated with witchcraft accusations. It seems that the transgres-
sions that appeared most frequently in the accusations in Bihar County,
such as sexual transgression, theft, vulgar discourse (threats), blasphemy,
were also those most prevalent among the accused witches of other
Calvinist regions (England, New England, Switzerland).2? It was again
John Putnam Demos who drew attention to the fact that the nature of
these transgressions might be somehow closely connected to the mean-
ing of witchcraft. A bewitchment is the ‘unfair’—because supernaturally
aided—appropriation of something, be it men’s potency, their ability to
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approach women, the milk of the cows, human health or even peaceful
everyday communication. The same thing happened in cases of crimes
most frequently associated with witchcraft: these were actions occurring
in real life and considered ‘unfair’ and immoral.?!

Lying in the background of opinions arguing a connection between
witchcraft and other crimes (if it is not merely a reflection of the most
common forms of deviancy in the given community, nor merely the
influence of Calvinist theology’s concept regarding the chain of sins—
possibilities which, however, should not be fully dismissed) we could
discover the association of the perceived supernatural appropriation
with other ones and vice versa. The judicial court of Debrecen, for
instance, affirmed in two cases that witchcraft and sexual transgressions
were closely related. In an indictment from 1725 it was written that
“according to common parlance whoring goes together with witch-
craft”, while a prosecutor’s speech in front of the court in 1717 sum-
marized the accusations against two women as follows: “in their youth
they lived in fornication, whoring and pandering; in their old age they
committed themselves to witcheraft, charms, binding and unbinding”.??
Furthermore, we also have to point out that among the 82 witches
subject to multiple accusations only nine were men, all residents of
Debrecen. The others were married women, except for three girls. The
indictment speeches and the testimonies of witnesses suggest that both
the judges and the victims called the “witches” to account for rules and
expectations related by contemporary society and the Calvinist Church
to the role of married women and mothers.

In 1725, for instance, Mrs. Marton Ricz from Debrecen was accused
(also) of leading a debauched lifestyle. In her indictment one can read:
“in her house, she is not vigilant like a sober, God-fearing woman, but
she gets drunk and indulges herself [in earthly pleasures], to the con-
sternation of her God-fearing Christian neighbors.”?3 In her 1724 trial,
“Old” Mrs. Andras Nagy from Koély was brought to account for miss-
ing church. The witnesses, asserting that she did not visit the house
of God, cited something she had said about herself: “I am a damned
soul”.?* According to people who knew her, Mrs. Mikl6s Kulcsar from
Helykozpalyi violated the interdiction of Sunday labour. Testifying
against her in her trial in 1715, one of her neighbors said, “they always
churned the cream on Sundays...to make butter.”?® Several women
who were thought to be witches were described by witnesses as having
an ugly, quarrelsome tongue. Mrs. Istvan Olah from Hegykozpalyi, we
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find from her trial in 1731, “lifted her shirt off her buttocks, and asked
the witness to lick her behind”.2¢ Mrs. Miklés Kulcsar threatened one
of her victims, saying she would “lash him with her tongue like a Gypsy
woman”.?”

Again, we have to return to the question of Jeanne Favret-Saada: were
these women actually as the witnesses described them in the witchcraft
trial, or are these descriptions only to be interpreted in the context of
maleficium narratives? Based on the few cases in which I was able to
complement the documents of witchcraft trials with other sources (such
as demographic censuses, judicial documents of other civil and criminal
proceedings, etc.) and examine the micro-context of accusations, my
answer to this question is neither a firm yes nor a no. There were indeed
several women whose pasts revealed previous legal proceedings, which
confirmed other accusations beside that of witchcraft; in certain cases,
however, we can see that the distinction between a ‘person of ill repute’
and a ‘God-fearing pious woman’ was very much dependant on the com-
position of the neighborhood, their micro-community. Let us look at a
few examples.

When in 1701 the court sentenced Mrs. Istvan Kis to be beheaded
(the usual punishment for adultery), they referred to her “long-time
inappropriate behavior”. Mrs. Istvin Kis was a middle-aged, married
woman. I do not know the occupation of her husband, but she was
known as a healer, with patients visiting her from as far away as Szovit.
According to the testimony of one woman, Mrs. Kis healed the injured
hands and feet of her husband: “she pierced the blisters on his foot,
and she also gave grease in a nutshell for his hand, which healed him.”
Mrs. Kis herself spread the perception, according to which she had been
haunted and tortured by witches for healing their victims. According to
one of the witnesses “they asked [Mrs. Kis] why her hands were injured.
She replied that Mrs. Séder, the pagan soul, came in through the win-
dow with her company and with a knife, and she had cut her.”?8

Her “long-time inappropriate behavior” is confirmed by two other
legal cases prior to her witch trial. In September 1694 she initiated slan-
der proceedings against her mother-in-law, who had spread a rumour
about her that she was “caught with a lad” in Elep by some soldiers, who
made her pay 12 Forints in exchange for their silence. The mother-in-
law was able to prove the truth of what she claimed and Mrs. Istvan Kis
was punished.?’ Besides her licentious lifestyle she seems to have been
quite a gossip, as turns out from her second trial in April 1695. This time
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she was punished with ‘tongue tying’ (emenda linguae) because she had
spread a rumour about a young couple that neither the husband’s nor
the wife’s past was immaculate. By the time Mrs. Kis was in front of the
judges for witchcraft, she already had the reputation of being a loose and
loudmouthed woman. Several witnesses confirmed this in their testimo-
nies at her trial. They said she liked to narrate other people’s bedroom
secrets, or initiate various procedures for bringing together young cou-
ples through love magic: “she said...that a woman named Pila Bin got
involved with a young man who didn’t want to marry her, so she burned
his belt, and thus he had to marry her.” Before the son of Janos Kenyeres
got married “she heated up a horseshoe and dug up the footsteps of the
girl with it, also cooking her underwear in wine, and had the boy drink
it, so that he would fall in love with her.” It is very likely that no one—
especially not the newlyweds and their relatives—appreciated the airing
of their pasts and of the stories of how they became a couple; and espe-
cially not by a woman who had already been punished for adultery and
who had since continued to live in vice. The witch trial of Mrs. Kis also
reveals that she had recently had as a lover a young lad named Domokos,
and the woman boasted about how he was going to marry her after her
husband died. He gave her a skirt and a cloak, and they were also caught
together in a courtyard. All this, however, did not stop Mrs. Kis from
having other young men over to her house, and “to taste the wine at
the house of the judge.” It appears that her relationship with Domokos
had been quite turbulent; they fought frequently and the lad occasion-
ally beat her up. Before the trial, however, Domokos had had enough
of Mrs. Kis. He wanted to leave her, but, as witnesses told, the woman
went after him crying.

The maleficium narratives related to Mrs. Istvan Kis are intertwined
with other accusations against her; earlier conflicts told by the victims
primarily involved sexual transgressions and drunkenness. The narratives
associated the witchcraft of Mrs. Kis with her ‘ill-reputed” lifestyle.

The trial did not reveal whether Mrs. Kis was indeed a friend of the
judge, or if she only bragged about it. When one night, however, she
appeared again at the house of her former lover Domokos, drunk and
crying, the judge had her arrested. We can presume that her associate,
seeing that her previous two punishments had not changed her life-
style and that her gossiping was still endangering the good reputation
of her acquaintances, and that due to her scandalous life she jeopard-
ized the ideal of the “God-fearing pious woman”, saw no other solution
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than to resort to the use of witchcraft accusation in order to get rid of
her once and for all. Finally, the court sentenced her to be beheaded
for her ‘witchcraft’ and “especially... for her obvious fornication and
drunkenness”.30

The case of Mrs. Mirton Racz from Debrecen illustrates well how
the perspective of the stereotypical witch-victim relations of the malefi-
ciwm narratives changes if we get the chance to look behind the narra-
tives. Mrs. Racz’s witch trial was in the spring of 1725. Marton Racz and
his wife moved to Debrecen from Simson. I was not able to determine
exactly when this happened: in 1722, however, they were already living
there. Racz was a wealthy butcher; he also bred sheep. He employed his
own shepherd, and also merchandized milk. They hosted four or five
lodgers in their house in Péterfia street in the third district (#ized®!). As
we can deduce on the basis of the censuses, the conflicts leading to the
witch trial were limited to a very small area: from the 59 witnesses testi-
fying against Mrs. Racz, 36 were certainly residents of the same street,
and 21 lived in the near vicinity in the third district. Mrs. Marton Racz
was described by the witnesses as a “fair-haired, fat, red woman” in her
middle age or a little older (not too old to keep lovers). Her adult son
had already moved out from the parents’ house to that of a neighbor, the
widow of Mr. Ormanykozi, also in the third district.

When in January 1725 the house of Mrs. Ormdnykozi burst into
flames a storm of animosities related to Mrs. Racz surfaced. Mrs. Racz
and her son hurried to help put out the fire, but at the scene one of their
neighbors, Janos Petermany from the third district, attacked them with
an axe, calling Mrs. Marton Racz a “witch whore”, and wanted to chase
them from the site. Petermdny was a bacon butcher, who must have had
some kind of professional conflict with the family of the butcher Réicz.
According to his testimony, earlier Mrs. Ricz “had gone to his house
and started to curse with various insults, telling him what she would
do to his mother; she cursed not only him, but his entire household.”
Although Petermany did not elaborate on how he believed Mrs. Racz
had bewitched them, the 1728 census revealed that his wife was suffering
of some sort of (mental?) illness; she was “harmed”.

Mrs. Ormanykozi probably sold her house to the Racz family in
exchange for their son’s care for her until she died—as an early modern
equivalent of a care and maintenance contract. The relationship of the
cohabiting ‘caregiver’ and the ‘dependent” went sour: as the witch trial
revealed: the widow attributed the death of her husband and her various
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other health problems (the sores on her face and her weight loss) to Mrs.
Racz.

In the first days of February 1725 Mrs. Marton Racz started a slander
suit against Janos Petermany, but by February 9, the volume of incrimi-
nating testimonies gathered against her was so vast that she became the
subject of accusation. It is quite revealing that most of the victims were
from her street, 18 people were of her immediate neighborhood, the
third district. Seven victims came from the second district, 15 from the
fourth, four from the first and only two people from the fifth district.

According to the witnesses the “fair-haired, fat, red” Mrs. Marton
Racz was far from the ideal of a “God-fearing honest woman”. One of
the witnesses, a neighbor from the fourth district, Mrs. Andris Nagy, had
known the Ricz family for a long time. She used to stay at their home
when they lived in Sdmson and she was visiting the local healer with her
husband. As Mrs. Nagy told in front of the court, Mrs. Ricz had just left
her husband “to run away with a man next to the Szamos river”. The
county court (sedria) punished her for this crime, but her husband even-
tually took her back. It is not impossible that the reason for moving from
Samson was to avoid the village gossip. Mrs. Andras Nagy obviously did
not keep the information she had acquired in Sdmson to herself; when
the Racz family moved to Debrecen she shared the past of the woman
with the whole street.

Mrs. Racz seems to have continued her licentious lifestyle in
Debrecen: in her witch trial, 20 of her close neighbors from the third
district, five from the second, and four of the first district talked about
her frequent drunkenness, her recurrent adulteries and blasphemies; two
residents of the fourth district accused her of theft; and one of her neigh-
bors from the fifth district witnessed when she got into a fight with her
husband. Mrs. Racz, when her husband went oft to deal with his sheep
or on a merchant trip, often had wine brought to her house or went to
visit neighbors. Sdimuel Erdélyi, a weaver from the third district, said,
“he knows about her frequent drunkenness, and the debaucheries at
her house, they often had a loud rumpus at her house, one could even
hear the noise across the street.” Janos Gomori, a bootmaker and dis-
trict official of the fifth district, also testified to her “drunkenness and
cursing by calling the others roguish souls and dog spirited”; he even
saw her “fighting”. Marton Racz himself complained to their neighbors
about the behavior of his wife. According to Mrs. Janos Szappanos, a
widow and petty merchant in the third district, he explicitly said, as he
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pointed at his mortar: “Oh my, dear neighbor... if this mortar could talk,
it would tell stories about my wife: the other night I had to kick a young
man off her belly [...] [Marton Ricz] tore his cloak off his neck with a
pitchfork.”

The maleficium narratives given in relation to Mrs. Racz—just as in
the case of the above mentioned Mrs. Istvain Kis—correspond to the
woman’s lifestyle ‘of ill repute’. The victims in court typically mentioned
incidents relating to the context of eating and drinking and visiting
neighbors: she gave a “bad” beverage (wine, brandy) to the victim, or
gave “bad” food to the guests, who attributed their subsequent health
troubles to the accused. Her husband had the same opinion of her; he
complained to several of his neighbors about an incident in Simson,
when his wife “gave him a beverage after which he would have died, if
he had not drunk water ... he vomited blood afterwards.” The waitress
of the street’s tavern, Mrs. Gyorgy Beke was convinced that her leg was
impaired because she refused to give credit on wine to Mrs. Ricz.

If we take a closer look at the people who claimed to be victims of
Mrs. Racz, we can clearly see in several cases that they had their share
of troubles (poverty, misery, old age, illness) which they could ‘project
onto’ and blame on the witch figure embodied by Mrs. Ricz. Using the
1730 census conducted in Péterfia street, among the neighbors testifying
against Mrs. Marton Racz we found 20 guild craftsmen, 11 tradesmen,
nine farmers, and 12 landless inhabitants who mostly worked as hired
labour, living in ordinary houses or earth huts or cottages. Most of them
did not come from the poorest stratum, but not the wealthiest either.
It seems, however, that none of them was close to the level of the Racz
family: we have thus a case of accusation from below.

Furthermore, it is also noteworthy to observe that many of the vic-
tims had to overcome their own personal tragedies. The census takers
often noted that the relative of the person in question was ill, old, wid-
owed or impoverished and destitute. Let us look at a few examples. I
have already mentioned the “harmed” wife of Janos Petermdny, the
bacon butcher from the third district. The third-district weaver Samuel
Erdélyi, who survived from his profession, had only a “shanty”, with
only a half bowshot3? of land and vineyard, and only one cow and one
pig. Mrs. Gyorgy Némethi, also of the third district, whose reason for
calling Mrs. Racz a witch we ignore, was a wife of a smith who was stated
as being old: they lived in a “withered” house with two bowshots of
land. Mrs. Janos Urmos, the wife of a button-maker (third district) lived
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in a “hut”, with a half bowshot of land, and one bowshot of vineyard
and one cow. Janos Varga Szab¢ (also third district), who attributed the
death of his first wife to bewitchment by Mrs. Racz, and was an unspeci-
fied craftsman, lived in a “withered” house with a half bowshot of land.
The widow of Janos Zagyva and her son (third district) were farmers and
lived in a “hut” with one bowshot of land and a “sickly” cow. Mihaly
Varga, who also lived in the street (first district) “used to trade cattle”
but he had become “impoverished” and was left with only one and a
half bowshots of land and three “bad” horses. Mrs. Andras Gyarmati,
the widow of a cobbler (third district) lived in a “hut” “with his poor
orphans”, owning also just a half bowshot of land and two “bad” horses.
Mihély Czégény was a “sickly” market tailor (fourth district) living oft of
one cow. Mrs. Istvan Katona (second district) had no land, only a “bad
house” and three mill horses. The widow of Istvin Szabé (third district)
the lodger of another widow, Mrs. Janos Szappanos, was according to
the census an old woman “selling offal”. The widow of Janos Balogh
(third district), who attributed the death of her husband to the bewitch-
ment of Mrs. Ricz, became a lodger: “she sold her house and lived off
the money”. Mrs. Mihdly Sziics (fourth district), who allegedly became
sick from the wine of Mrs. Racz, whose “body was sucked” and who also
blamed Mrs. Racz for having stolen five taler from her, also had no land
and lived in a “bad hut” and had three mill horses. Janos Agardi (second
district), who suspected Mrs. Ricz of causing the illness of his wife, was a
livestock-farmer living in a “withered” owning one bowshot of land and
“30 wasted sheep”. The widow of Istvin Harsanyi (third district), who
had caught Mrs. Racz with her shepherd and then became ill, worked
on her one bowshot of land and owned two “bad” horses and a “small
house”. After the death of her husband, according to the census, “she
provided food for her three schoolchildren herself”. Mrs. Mihaly Veres
(second district), who was also “poisoned” when given a bad beverage
by Mrs. Racz, was a smallholder with only a half bowshot of land, living
in their “shabby house” with her husband, and they were “left with only
one bad horse, the others died.” She tried to improve their living condi-
tions by “baking fried cake (csordge)”. Her mother, Mrs. Janos Darabos
(fifth district) was an old merchant living in a “hut”.33

Four former lodgers of the Racz family also claimed that she was a
witch after they had been kicked out of the house; it is also noteworthy
that Mrs. Racz’s lame son also considered his handicap to be a result of
his mother’s bewitchment.
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Based on the image we get of the victims, we can reasonably presume
that when in the maleficium narratives these men and women talk about
becoming ill because of the food and drinks Mrs. Marton Récz had given
them, or after having caught her cheating on her husband, they were
actually reflecting—hidden behind the stereotypes of witchcraft—a spe-
cific situation of social cohabitation of the age, overloaded with multi-
ple tensions, which triggered a vast number of conflicts. The situation,
namely, of what it meant when a wealthy, lively, foulmouthed, and—
according to the beauty standards of the age—pretty “fair-haired, fat, red
woman”, arrived in a mostly modest neighborhood—among the mem-
bers of which many had suffered or were heading toward bankruptcy,
and several were sick, old, widowed—who led a lavish lifestyle, and who
“told people what she would do to their mothers just like men do”, and
who, to cap it all, was not even a local. The neighborhood, living under
difficult conditions, already struck by various disasters and probably jeal-
ous in many aspects, found an appropriate scapegoat in the financially
superior and morally ‘inferior” woman who was so different from them,
and simply excluded her from the community.

After establishing that she was a witch, the court banished Mrs.
Mairton Racz from the city and ordered the demolition of her house in
May 172534

The witchcraft accusation in the cases of the above described witches
“of ill repute” had a function similar to that of one of the groups of
maleficium narratives related to the dangerous times discussed earlier:
it protected the norms sanctioned by the community and the Calvinist
Church: in this case the expectations related to the behavior of a “God-
fearing Christian woman”, and it served the reinforcement and the trans-
mission of these norms.

However, the witchcraft narratives told about the accused persons
“of ill repute” did not necessarily describe conflicts stemming from such
norm-breaking behavior; witchcraft accusation also did not necessarily
target the ‘deviants’ of the community. As the few detailed examples of
accused witches confirm, maleficium narratives often withheld current
or past conflicts and oppositions on the grounds of which some people
could become witches, while others victims.

The most important reason why it is necessary for researchers to make
an attempt to look behind the narrated conflicts, to delineate the most
features possible of the environment and of the past of the accused, is
that these conflicts and oppositions were apparently far from being due
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to a single dangerous relation. Besides, the “ill-reputed”—“God-fearing,
honest Christian” opposition was coupled with other oppositions: in the
case of Mrs. Istvan Kis it was healer-patient; in Mrs. Istvin Horvath’s it
was neighbor-neighbor and lodger-landlord opposition; and in the case
of Mrs. Marton Récz it was the oppositions of poor neighbor-rich neigh-
bor, caregiver-dependent, lodger-landlord, mother-son, health-illness,
etc., all of which resulted in very complex conflict situations.

In terms of the targets of witchcraft accusation, we can see that the
type of dangerous relationship I have referred to was only one among
many others.

HEALERS, MIDWIVES AND THEIR SOCIAL ENVIRONMENT

Among those accused at the witch trials I have examined, there were in
total 45 healers and 13 midwives. This second type of dangerous rela-
tionship was primarily characteristic of Debrecen: 30.70% (t39 people)
of the accused practiced healing and six women (4.72%) were midwives.
Among the accused in Bihar County I only found six healers (3.40%)
and seven midwives (3.97%). The ratio of the healing narratives (stories
about the treatment of various illnesses considered to be bewitchments)
reflects a similar disparity: in Debrecen accounts were given of 129 cases
of healing, eight more than there were maleficium narratives, while in
the county trials only six cases of healing were mentioned. There are spe-
cific social reasons for this city-county difference.

The phenomenon where a considerable part of the people accused
of witchcraft were representatives of benevolent magic, of popular
medicine and of the profession of midwifery is not unknown in inter-
national and Hungarian research. Keith Thomas and Alan Macfarlane
considered this phenomenon one of the characteristics of witch-hunting
in England. According to Keith Thomas, the accusation of witchcraft
seemed more credible if it was directed against people considered to be
experts in some kind of magical knowledge (such as positive magic).3®
Richard Horsley, meanwhile, has shown that this is far from being par-
ticular to England; in continental witch trials—from Lorraine to Austria,
from Luzern to Schleswig-Holstein—the practitioners of positive magic
were just as much, or even more objects of witchcraft accusations before
the court.3® In addition to the fact that demonological literature consid-
ered the practices of popular healers and midwives diabolical and incited
their persecution, the experts of “white” magic themselves also issued
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witchcraft accusations, in many cases with the aim of eliminating a rival
magical specialist.?”

Ferenc Schram, an expert on Hungarian witch trials, has drawn the
attention to the fact that the number of representatives of popular medi-
cine was very high among the accused witches; most recently Agnes
R. Virkonyi has pointed out that “in the background of certain trials
one can observe the rivalry between healers”. She also presumed that
Hungarian witch trials came to an end due to the establishment of a cen-
tralized network of public healthcare in the eighteenth century and to
the effect of the medical and healthcare education of the age.33

In the analysis of the witch trials of Bihar County I have considered
these aspects as well. Dangerous relations between healers and mid-
wives appear to have been manifold. They reflected not only the tensions
between these specialists of magic and their patients (only intensified by
the fact that the patients spread the evil fame by denouncing the unsuc-
cessful healer as a witch when turning to another specialist), but also
the strong competition between healer and healer, midwife and mid-
wife (who also brought one another into disrepute by claiming that their
competitors were witches), and the dichotomy between ‘legitimate’ and
‘illegitimate’ healing and midwifery. Besides the tendency in Calvinist
demonology to denigrate benevolent magical activities and the fact that
these activities were also customarily associated with witchcraft in popu-
lar belief, one can often discern well-perceptible social processes behind
the conflicts relating to healers and midwives.

The accusation according to which the suspect had been practicing
some kind of unusual, improper healing activity (usually considered ‘ille-
gitimate’), was often brought up throughout the entire period of our
enquiry—primarily in the witch trials of Debrecen.

A woman named Erzsébet was accused of performing “evil” healing
and “male medicatio” as early as 1631.3° According to the trial of the
wife of the town councillor (senator) Laszl6 Szlics in the same year: “her
healing [method] was not legitimate”.*® Mrs. Balint Kis was accused
in 1694 of “applying illicit means”.#! Mrs. Mihaly Kis performed heal-
ing “out of reckless ignorance, inside and outside the city, ignoring the
power, as well as the origin and appropriate [healing] method for the
illnesses”, according to her 1715 trial.#> The text of her 1716 indict-
ment states that Annok Fejér practiced an “unlearned profession”.*3 The
judges in the 1720 trial of Mrs. Istvan Csész Varga accused her of “heal-
ing supra naturalem rationem” ** Mrs. Andras Bartha “fraudulently took
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the money, a couple of hundred Forints in total, of the poor patients;
she would rightly deserve death,” argued the prosecutor at her 1725
trial, who qualified her activities as “artificium probibitum” *> One of the
charges against Mrs. Mihaly Jéna in 1730 was that of “smpostura in med-
icando” * Mrs. Janos Mézes also “healed by illicit means, ignorantly”,
according to her 1741 trial.#” In the same year Mrs. Mihaly Szakolyi
was accused of “being ignorant in the matter of medicine, yet she prac-
ticed healing; the man she treated got worse under her hands.”*® In the
indictment speech against Janos Kis in 1743, who had earlier been sued
several times for his healing practices, it was said that “He practices med-
icine, while lacking the knowledge thereof, and he is more fit to do agri-
cultural work.”#?

The trials also reveal what the practice of an ‘ignorant profession” con-
sisted of, and what the condemned and illicit means were. In contempo-
rary parlance, the ‘healer women’ and their male counterparts attempted
to heal numerous exterior diseases (that is, with visible symptoms on the
body surface) and interior ones, which, using the logic of witchcraft were
qualified as bewitchments. Among the healers in Debrecen, for instance,
Erzsébet Balazs (1693) tried to heal gastritis, delirium and fright; Mrs.
Ignac Villas (1693) treated eye diseases, paralysis, maternity-related dis-
eases, impotency, and fright; Mrs. Janos Nagy (1693) healed pimples,
barrenness, insanity, indigestion (urinary problems). Mrs. Gyorgy Kis
(1702) treated epilepsy; Mrs. Mihdly Szaniszlai (1711) tried to heal
scall and abcesses. Mrs. Andrds Bartha (1725) treated cpilepsy, paralysis,
heart-pain, colic, stomach and eye disorders, impotency and barrenness.
Mrs. Mihaly Jéna (1730) attempted to treat pustules, lesions, even syphi-
lis (framcu). Mrs. Janos Kis (1743) healed bone fracture, sore throat,
asphyxia, insanity, lesions and even patients with the plague.>”

The “healer women” and their associates usually used various medici-
nal herbs, preparing potions, baths, or fumigating the patient with
them. In addition to using medicinal herbs, some trials mentioned other
treatments, which also seem more or less rational. Janos Kis (1734) for
instance used as “healing instrument none other than birch leaves, burnt
alum, burdock and hops, of which he made a lye and washed the injured
flesh with it, in order to protect it from rotting.” The same healer band-
aged the “head of a patient which had been injured and even split by a
blow, with a little butter and onionskin.”>! Mrs. Pal Marosi from Telegd
(1766) treated pustules as follows: “I prepared medicine from mut-
ton tallow, blue vitriol and a little rancid fat or grease.”®> Mrs. Andras
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Nagy from Debrecen (1730) simply smeared grease on the patients with
“side and stomach hernias.”®® Mrs. Mihdly Jéna from Debrecen (1730)
healed “all kinds of infirmities” with the following potion: “two types of
incense, girispan,>* gunpowder, alum, blue vitriol and cherry tree resin
cooked in wine vinegar covered with bread-crust”. It was only Mrs. Jéna
who we know also used some kind of “black substance” in her healing, a
potion she bought in the pharmacy.5?

These rational, and in many cases truly useful, remedies were coupled
with certain elements which might be considered irrational from a con-
temporary point of view: in the popular medicine of the age, however,
the two aspects were inseparably intertwined.

Mrs. Ignac Villds (1693), for instance, asked one of her patients for a
bed-sheet, because, as she said, “they will extend it over a chain and they
will cut the binding from this sheet”. On another occasion, according to
a patient, “she asked for a black chicken feather, then she took a handful
of soil from under her feet, put it on my foot, and then took a silver nee-
dle and ploughed the earth with the needle and the feather while utter-
ing incantations.”®® Mrs. Jdnos Nagy (1693) gave the following advice
to a patient who had complained of her cow giving bloody milk: “Pour
the milk over the wood-cutting stand and over the garbage, beat it hard,
and the cow won’t have problems anymore.” Another patient was “fumi-
gated and massaged with something like a candle wick.”>” Mrs. Istvin
Kis (1715), when she was healing a patient with little success, exclaimed:
“if I could only catch a toad and bind 20 nails of the woman [who has
bewitched the patient] to it, you would recover.”®® Mrs. Mihdly Kis
(1715) treated fright and palpitation with medicinal herbs and incanta-
tions: “when she boiled and prepared the bath, she took her bag of herbs
and carried it to the stove and said the Lord’s Prayer and the Nicene
Creed over it. She then put the herbs in the bath and reiterated the
prayers. After that the witness was seated in the bath, and, being thirsty,
asked for something to drink, to which she replied, “May Christ give
you his sacred soul to drink, and drink later”. She had the witness seated
nine times in the bath, naked. When the patient got out of the bath for
the last time she gave her a broken human skull to drink from, and she
poured cold water in it from a jug, putting some kind of herb in the ves-
sel, upon which she uttered incantations.”® Kata Szab6 (1718) gave one
of her patients “the heart of a turtle for heart palpitation.”®® Mrs. Mihaly
Jona (1730) gave as advice to a patient who believed that her daughter’s
illness was a result of evil eye that she should ask for three drops of blood
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“from the little finger” of the one who “saw her”, and drip it into her
daughter’s eyes.6!

As the trials occasionally reveal, some “healer women” from Debrecen
had a fairly wide clientele, spreading beyond the city limits.

Despite the positive role these “healer women” played in their com-
munities, in the period of our study they were already threatened
from many sides by the danger of becoming identified as witches. The
Calvinist Church unequivocally considered their activities as diabolic
superstition, and, their judgment of popular beliefs in the period of the
witch trials has also been seen as rather ambiguous, manifesting in some
sort of awe, a sense of respect mixed with fear.

I cannot tell exactly when these individuals started to be seen as
witches. It is nonetheless noteworthy that while from the mid-six-
teenth century, that is from the period when Calvinism took root, we
do encounter a few cases in Debrecen in which unsuccessful healers
were brought to court, the accusation of witchcraft was not (yet?) pro-
nounced. In March 1551, for instance, Antal Orvos (the surname means
“physician”) promised “according to agreement” to Lorinc Nagy to “pay
him one Forint for not having been able to heal his wife.”%? The servant
Janos who was sued by his master, Mdrton Szép, in 1551 because his
horse had been treated by Janos but had died, had to take an oath that
the cause of the horse’s death was not his medicine. The court ordered
Mirton Szép to estimate his damages and for Jdnos to reimburse him.%3
Finally, in March 1557 a healer woman sued one of her patients for
not paying her for her—presumably unsuccessful—¢healing services’.%*
Apparently, these cases reflect a phase of the assumptions related to heal-
ers when “bad healing” did not mean more than being unsuccessful,
and was not yet associated—either in the eye of the tribunal, or in that
of the victims—with witchcraft. From the end of the sixteenth century,
however, throughout the examined period—parallel to the establishment
of Calvinism and of the Calvinist witch stereotype that claimed positive
magic to be diabolical—the witch trials reflected an aura of suspicion sur-
rounding healers from both sides. I have already presented the ecclesias-
tical side: let us take a look at the social side, that of the patients.

The trials reveal that there were various ways to begin one’s career
as a healer or a compassionate midwife and end up as a witch. Even
though the process of ‘turning’ specialists of magic into witches had
not concluded by the end of the examined period, it had manifested
considerably.
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This idea is confirmed by the fact that one of the most frequent rea-
sons for falling under suspicion was actually success in healing. When
the midwife from Samson, Mrs. Janos Fodi was called to heal some-
body, she hesitated; for, according to her trial in 1746, “if I healed him,
I would bring danger upon myself, I would incriminate myself.”%> The
hesitation of Mrs. Fédi, according to which healing, whether success-
ful or not, could entail the suspicion of witchcraft, reflects a commonly
accepted opinion in the age of witch-hunting: whoever could lift a spell
was also capable of casting it. As one of the victims of Mrs. Janos Nagy
(1693), a healer and midwife from Debrecen, claimed: “It is impossible
for someone else to heal [a bewitchment], it can only be done by the per-
son who caused it.”% It is noteworthy that among the maleficium narra-
tives related to the accused “healer women” and midwives, the incidents
of successful healing were in fact in the majority. In Debrecen, the latter
constituted two thirds of all cases (31.48%, that is 41 failed healing cases).

Furthermore, many healing women and midwives resorted to vari-
ous magical practices. Sometimes it was the unsuccessful application
of these devices that placed them under suspicion. Mrs. Pal S6s from
Debrecen (1693) “gave a caul to a hajdi (soldier) named Lukdcs Szent-
Jobi Torok, so that bullets would not hit him.” Despite this, the soldier
was shot by the Turks at Virad. “And so the other soldiers caught her
and took her to the ispan [head of the county court] saying that she was
clearly a witch.”¢”

Certain healers—in order to reinforce their prestige—used beliefs
according to which people with extraordinary skills could hear and learn
what others said about them, and were able to see things which hap-
pened out of their sight. Mrs. Janos Molnar (1693), for instance, “could
tell right away whether my wife had or had not slept that night... she
knew what she had dreamed better than if she had heard it... and she
related everything that Mrs. Janos Szarka had dreamed.”%® Mrs. Mihly
Joéna (1730), to the greatest surprise of her patients, reproached them for
questioning her healing skills: “Mrs. Jéna told them right away, “Why
don’t you take [the patient] to someone who knows how to do it, since
Mr. Komaromi has said that I don’t know shit about it.” Boasting about
their special skills, however, proved to be a two-edged sword: instead of
raising their prestige, it often served as foundation for their reputation as
a witch.

It is also very interesting to encounter some maleficium narratives in
which “healer women” and midwives are represented as the guardians of
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certain communal requirements, taboos and beliefs and it was precisely
this fact which had led to the witchcraft accusations against them. Two
“healer women” from Debrecen, Mrs. Pal Sé6s (1693) and Mrs. Janos
Molnar (1693), had both warned their patients about the prohibitions
on kneading and of nursing without a bonnet on Saint George’s Day,
something I mentioned earlier when discussing these dangerous times.
These latter truly must have felt guilty for their offenses, because they
all talked about how after the infringement they were “punished” (their
children became ill). But, warding off the responsibility, eventually they
interpreted their troubles as the bewitchment of the specialist of magic
who had reprimanded them.®’

Such and similar cases, primarily appearing in the urban environment
of Debrecen in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, are
probably referring to the early stages of a process—represented in the
framework of maleficium narratives—during which certain requirements,
forming part of the social norms, were slowly eliminated. The offend-
ers were aware of their misbehavior according to the currently prevailing
norms; but by accusing the “healer women” supposedly defending these
very rules with witchcraft, they were practically denying them. And thus,
indirectly, they also undermined the authority of the magical specialist.

I believe that the conflicts resulting from the denial of the privileges
due to the “healer women”, and about the violation of their differential
treatment, appearing in the maleficium narratives are also “about” this
process. From the early eighteenth century we often hear of the subse-
quent victim not paying the fees of healing, or finding the amount too
much, or not paying the healer the due respect.”®

The 1730 trial of Mrs. Mihaly Jéna, a healer woman from Debrecen,
for instance, included several maleficium narratives resulting from this
type of conflict. One of her patients, as the healer woman claimed,
was responsible for her own illness; it had happened through her own
‘duplicity’, because Mrs. Jona “had not received a 25-inch ribbon from
her at the marketplace.” She warned another patient, saying: “Why
hasn’t your mother sent me chickens, she will have to send more.” She
asked in vain for the bonnet of a patient in which to travel to Nagysellye.
The patient would not give it to her, and when she later became ill, she
obviously attributed her condition to a bewitchment by Mrs. Jéna. She
sent a message to a sick couple before visiting them to “prepare some
food” because she was coming in the afternoon.” She also reproached
her former patient, Mrs. Kéllai, for not paying for her healing services. As
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a witness explained: “Mrs. Sdmuel Kéllai came to the witness’s house and
sat next to Mrs. Jona in an armchair on the porch. Mrs. Jéna told Mrs.
Kallai, “Listen, Mrs. Kallai, tomorrow you will have to send me some
carp. She replied: Where should I get it? I can’t buy any myself; I’ll send
you some other kind of fish. Mrs. Kéllai then got up and left, and Mrs.
Jona shouted after her, “Do you hear me Mrs. Kéllai! You better do what
I told you, you bitch!”7!

Mrs. Mihdly Jona, when asking for the ribbon, the chicken, the bon-
net and the fish, was protesting about failures to provide the custom-
ary privileges due to the “healer women”. Her patients, however, when
afflicted by an illness following their dispute with Mrs. Jéna, all con-
sidered it to be her bewitchment, and thus liberated themselves from
the guilt felt from having violated a custom, and arguing against those
expectations.

Another way for placing healers and midwives in a situation where
they would gain a reputation for witchcraft, one which occurred in
Debrecen quite frequently from the end of the seventeenth century, was
apparently a result of rivalry among magical specialists. We can reason-
ably assume that within the wave of newcomers resettling in the city
during and after the period of Ottoman rule, there were a fair number
of popular healers and midwives, who had to earn their authority in
rivalry with one another and with their counterparts already practicing
in Debrecen. One way to achieve this, as is confirmed by the above-men-
tioned case of Mrs. Gyorgy Kis who moved there from Boszormény, was
to boast about their knowledge wherever they could; they tried to outbid
the skills of the rival healer and in order to earn and secure the trust of
their patients they openly qualified their rivals as witches.

The traces of such a rivalry are to be found in the background of
the trial of Mrs. Andras Bartha, a healer woman from U] Street, start-
ing in 1725. Mrs. Bartha lived on the same street as the healer woman
Mrs. Gy6z6 Marosi, with whom she had apparently entered conflict over
healing the same patient. Mrs. Marosi told the story as follows: “About
2 years ago one of Mrs. Doka’s children was ill and was treated by Mrs.
Bartha; Mrs. Doka called the witness to take a look. The witness was
not aware of Mrs. Bartha having already treated the child, so she went
to take a look. On her way home she ran into Mrs. Bartha. She said,
“Where are you going? you walk like a horseman, I am mad at you.” The
witness said, “Why are you angry with me? I have never done anything
to hurt you.” She replied, Yes you have, because you meddled with my
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work and went to see the child of Mrs. Déka...” and she threatened the
witness, saying, “Just you wait, you’ll regret it!” She scolded her, “You
are no better healer than I, because I can heal anyone I want to, no mat-
ter what the patient is suffering from.” The following day, according to
the testimony of Mrs. Marosi, the crows pecked her bread and cheese,
and after she ate it, she became ill. She obviously attributed this to her
conflict with Mrs. Bartha.”?

One significant role in the rivalry and mutual accusation of healers was
that the patients—as we have seen in the case of Mrs. Déka—did not stay
with one specialist, but went from one to the other, and they were eas-
ily persuaded to confirm suspicions of witchcraft concerning the less suc-
cessful healer. The best example for this phenomenon is the case of the
Ujvarosi Szabo couple, residents of Péterfia Street who, between 1715
and 1725, were accusers in no less than four witchcraft trials, against
three healer women and the already mentioned Mrs. Mdrton Racz. In
1715 Mirs. Jénos Ujvirosi Szabé made an accusation against Mrs. Mihdly
Kis, the healer from Varga Street; in 1718 she accused Kata Szabé, also
a healer from Varga Street; in 1725 it was Mrs. Andris Bartha from Uj
Street whom she accused, partly for being able to heal neither herself,
nor her husband, and this also developed into a witchcraft accusation.”?

According to the 1725 trial records, Mrs. Bartha identified the “fair-
haired fat red woman” living in the same district, Mrs. Mdrton Réicz
the Ujvarosi couple’s neighbor in Péterfia Street, as the one who had
bewitched them. She had uttered the following words when refusing to
continue Mrs. Ujvirosi’s treatment: “Well, Mrs. Janos Szabé, last year
I encouraged you that I was going to heal you, but I won’t encourage
you any longer, because a blond fat red woman came here in green coat,
green bonnet and blue skirt, she moved in across your house in the same
row as the smith, and she would not let me heal you... But beware of
her, because on the third day, if she can take something from your house
or from your merchandise, she will take it, but don’t give anything to
her, because if she is able to take something no one will ever be able to
heal you.”

Mrs. Ujvirosi related to the court in the most vivid terms her encoun-
ter with Mrs. Racz: how the suspicion Mrs. Bartha had planted in her
grew to fill her soul: “The witness was sat next to her few goods for sale
in the market when Mrs. Marton Ricz and Mrs. Harsanyi came straight
up to her and stopped in front of her stand. One of them, she did not
remember which, picked up a piece of linen, and Mrs. Racz said, “My
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dear neighbor, give me linen enough for a shirt.” The witness was horri-
fied, she remembered Mrs. Bartha’s words, and suddenly replied, “I have
no linen for you, you don’t need it anyway...” Mrs. Ricz stood there for
a while with the merchandise, then left all of a sudden without saying a
word to anyone. Mrs. Ujvérosi thus saw her suspicions confirmed, and in
the witch trial she claimed to be the victim of Mrs. Marton Racz.

Nonetheless, she also testified against Mrs. Bartha, who was unable to
heal her, and who was offended because, while she was still her patient,
she went to see the barber in Zilah (Zalau). Accusations were also laid at
Mrs. Bartha by Mrs. Ujvérosi’s husband, who claimed that Mrs. Bartha
had become angry with him, as well, for taking his wife to Zilah. One
night Ujvirosi “felt an agonizing pain: around midnight he was strug-
gling with a woman [who] twisted his male member really badly.””*
Naturally, he believed that he recognized Mrs. Bartha in the woman.

The Péterfia Street censuses between 1728 and 1730 reveal much
about the real problems of the often sickly Ujvarosi Szabé family, who
frequently resorted to witcheraft accusations. Ujvarosi was registered in
the 1728 census as a small trader, with only one bowshot of land and a
vineyard of the same size. Even though he lived in a house qualified as
“mediocre”, every sign suggests that he was gradually going broke. In
1730, for instance, the census takers no longer mention his trading activ-
ities, merely writing that he “lived off his four horses”, and that he had
one cow less than before. It seemed as if his personal life had also been
full of tragedies. While in 1728 he still lived with his son, according to
the census in 1730 “all his household had left him”, and they also noted
that “his wife was mentally disturbed”, which could be an explanation
for their frequent witchcraft accusations.”®

Rivalry between neighboring “healer women”, patients seeking treat-
ment from several healers, personal tragedies of the victims, neigh-
borly animosities and breaking the norm of the “God-fearing honest
woman” all appeared in the trial conducted by the magistrate in 1730
against five accused inhabitants of Upper Debrecen. The indictment
documents of the trials of the “healer women” Mrs. Mihaly Jéna from
Mester Street and Mrs. Andrds Nagy from Hatvan Street, and of three
other persons from Mester Street (Mrs. Andris Vezendi, Mrs. Péter
Kovics and Mrs. Janos Szentesi) interpreted the events as follows: the
accused “started to trade with God-fearing Christian people as part of
her pact with the Devil, with the help of similar evil companions. After
she bewitched somebody, she had her companion tell them to go and
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see this or that healer who would be able to solve their problems, and in
exchange for payment that person healed people who were bewitched by
her companions. They were able to heal with the permission of the other
companions.””®

The truth behind the conflicts which reached their conclusion in the
1730 trial was actually completely different from what the indictment
document reveals, and could be traced back along multiple strands to a
much earlier period.

The lodger of Mrs. Janos Nagy in Péterfia Street, the widow of
Andras Vezendi, had been sued by her neighbor, Mrs. Péter Kovacs back
in 1719, because Mrs. Vezendi had falsely accused her of witcheraft.””
Mrs. Vezendi was then looking for a cause behind her child’s and her
own illness, and, as it later turned out, “Péter Tatos” from Hajdananas
and the healer woman from Gelse, Mrs. Majlath, both diverted the sus-
picion to Mrs. Péter Kovacs: “the one who lives three houses from her
place, she is the one who ate her child.””® Mrs. Kovacs probably won the
trial and Mrs. Vezendi was probably sentenced to pay a fine for slander.
I do not know if there was anything more to the conflict between the
two women; Mrs. Vezendi, nonetheless, was still accusing Mrs. Kovacs in
1730, who was sued by the court.

Mrs. Andras Nagy lived in Hatvan Street and had a reputation as a
healer. She proudly bragged that she had learned her skill from her
mother. Her past, however, had been blemished several times, which
might have been a factor in her reputation as a witch. Her father had
been punished earlier for unknown reasons. The daughter tried in vain to
prevent his conviction by magical means: “she took sand and herbs from
the bellies of nine dead people and scattered them on the thresholds of
the town hall.” In 1726 she was also punished for having committed
adultery with a widowed man called Istvin Mellyes. Her husband, who
was not leading an exemplary life either, took her back, but the memory
of this incident apparently dogged her for a long time. In the 1730 trial
several of their neighbors testified to their frequent quarrels, mutually
accusing each other of leading an immoral life: “Mrs. Andras Nagy said
to her husband: you are a rogue. He replied: you are a whore. To this
she said: that other time you drowned that woman with her child [i.e.
Andras Nagy’s mistress]. The husband replied: and your daughter, it was
not me who made her, I saw when you made her with someone else.””?
During these fights Andrds Nagy often reproached his wife, saying that
the their daughter was not his but that of her former lover, Mellyes; he
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also accused his wife of having bewitched him in the course of her trial
as a witch: he was “suffering, has no virility and desire, and could never
inseminate a woman.”

Mrs. Andras Nagy treated patients both in the street where she lived
and in Mester Street. Her damaged reputation might have favored the
other healer woman who had recently moved to Mester Street, Mrs.
Mihély Jéna, who thus hoped to acquire Mrs. Nagy’s patients and so
that she could build her own extended clientele. At least in the begin-
ning; as we will see, she later had her own reputation problems, among
other troubles.

In the spring of 1727 the Jéna butcher family was still living in Csap6
Street, where on 27 March their slaughterhouse was set on fire.8% T was
not able to discover the background to the affair; according to docu-
ments the fire devoured the greater part of the town. Jéna’s house was
probably also burnt to the ground, because in the winter of the same
year they were already residents of Mester Street.

There they bought the house of the debt-ridden Gergely Domsodi, a
failed tailor. In 1746, at the request of his sons, his debts were assessed,
and witnesses stated that most of his wealth had been estimated on the
basis of claims by the trimmers of Kassa (Kosice). Besides the people
from Kassa, Domsodi was indebted to many others. According to neigh-
bors’ testimonies “his house... and many parts of his land, his horses,
his carriage and other cattle and even his wooden shaft were due to be
assessed by his creditors. Gergely Domsodi was probably left with noth-
ing outside his debt, he could not leave anything to his offspring... he
did not have enough to pay for a proper burial for his stepmother, she
was buried in her under-garment.” The poor tailor “ended up in such
poverty that he could barely provide bread for himself.”3!

It never transpired whether the Jéna family had paid his debts in
Kassa and to the other creditors in order to buy his house, or if they
took on his debt with the house. It is certain, however, that they turned
the Domsodi family into their own debtors and they threw them out of
the house. The bankrupted couple was probably taken in by one of their
neighbors in the street. The desperate Domsodi couple, however, did
not give up their home easily to the Jéna family; or if it had to be given
to them, they wanted to cause some trouble as the Jonas set up resi-
dence. In 1727 Mihdly Jéna wrote a letter to the tribunal because “Mrs.
Domsodi had the hedge destroyed in front of their eyes, she cut down
the plants in front of the house... she said unseemly things so that the
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whole street could hear... she cursed heavily, saying, ‘You will see, you
will never have God’s blessing on this estate, and He shall never give it!’
She also told the house servant, [Jona] shall never live in peace in this
house... I would rather see the house burn, than to see him stay here.””
Mrs. Domsodi considered the fire in the spring also to be among Jona’s
sins: “No wonder that God had this town burn twice, I’m afraid we will
[burn] for a third time as well.”8? By this she probably meant, as I have
mentioned earlier, that the fire was God’s punishment for the Jona fam-
ily’s sins.

After the Jona family settled in Gergely, Domsodi tried to provide for
his wife and daughter and to pay his debts—among others to Jéna—as a
“meadow inspector”, that is, a keeper. In the witch trial, his wife stated
that they had also given axes in pawn to the Jéna family. One time, when
Mrs. Jona came to pick up the axes, the desperate Domsodi wanted to
beat her—“to axe her”, as the woman phrased it in front of the court—
but the axes, for an inexplicable supernatural reason, were nowhere to be
found, and only appeared after Mrs. Jona was gone. Mrs. Jéna’s inter-
pretation of the incident was that the reason Démsodi could not find the
axes was not her witchcraft, but his own drunkenness.

By the time of the witch trial in 1730, Gergely Domsodi was no
longer alive. He must have died at a young age, because his wife at this
time was also only 30 years old. He might have ended his own miser-
able life: Mrs. Domsodi, nevertheless, attributed all their troubles and
the death of her husband to Mrs. Jéna; she also believed that it was Mrs.
Jona’s bewitchment that was responsible for her daughter’s having “no
luck”, and being unable to find herself a husband. She complained in
front of the court that “neither her, nor her daughter had peace of mind
during the night” because of Mrs. Jéna, and that “she had found some
things that were put inside her own pillow.”

In December 1727, another note was sent to the tribunal from
Mester street. It was written by the farmer Jézsef Kilmanczy, who
had become the Jéna family’s immediate neighbor when they moved
in. Kdlmanczy gathered the testimonies of four other neighbors to list
his problems with the Jéna family. The conflict stemmed apparently from
the disagreement on where to set the fence between their properties. It
is possible that Kalmanczy had tried to ensure a bigger piece of land for
himself, assuming that the new neighbors would not know the exact size
of the property they had just bought. According to the document Jéna
and his wife “declared themselves judges of the matter and obstructed
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[Kilmanczy] from weaving the fence”; moreover, they destroyed what he
had already woven and stole his sticks. This, obviously, led to fierce quar-
rels between the two parties.

Kalmanczy informed the court about Jéna and his wife not going
to church, and that they lived a scandalous life, quarrelling frequently:
“Mihdly Jona claimed that his wife was an arsonist witch whore, and
told her that he would have her burnt the next day.” Kalmanczy also
informed the magistrate: “Since [Jona and his wife] have threatened me,
I protest that, should any damage happen to my house, myself, my serv-
ants, my wife or my cattle, I will hold them responsible, since they were
the ones who threatened me.”83

The neighbors, including Kilmanczy, were annoyed by the fact that
when the Jéna family bought the house of Démsodi, they had violated
the legal custom prevailing at the time in Debrecen, namely that anyone
intending to sell a house should give the neighbors first refusal. Quite
the opposite: the Jona family who, moreover, were considered stran-
gers in the street, had moved in right away. Three years later, Kalmanczy
accused Mrs. Jona in her witch trial of her wanting to poison him and
his family; he had found “poison” in one of his pots. The second wife
of Kalmanczy had died before the witch trial. When they put her in the
grave next to his first wife, they allegedly found a “new pierced pot with
its lid” by the head of the deceased, which they interpreted as further
proof of Mrs. Jéna’s witchcraft. In her witch trial, Kilmanczy held his
neighbor responsible for the death of both of his wives. Another neigh-
bor testifying in the 1727 interrogatory, the wife of Matyas Csermak,
also testified against Mrs. Jona 3 years later in front of the court. She
said that “someone bit my neck during the night in my sleep”, and she
believed she recognized Mrs. Jona in the perpetrator, who “had a dog
catch all the hens in the neighborhood, and when she was reproached
for it, she became angry and cursed.” The dog was eventually shot by
Kalmanczy himself.

Thus, the suspicions against the Jona family were aroused from the
moment of their tempestuous arrival in the neighborhood; their neigh-
bors were very likely to attribute their misfortunes and troubles to the
Joéna couple. Mihdly Jona had “only” violated custom when he bought
the house in Mester Street before the neighbors had been consulted;
his wife, on the other hand, who also pursued activities as a healer
woman, was known to be a norm-breaker and a person “of ill repute”.
Besides her avoiding church, several witnesses testified to her frequent

klanicz@gmail.com



46  1.S. KRISTOF

drunkenness, adultery, profanity, some even accusing her of irreligious-
ness. One of them “heard that Jéna disparaged her wife, saying she was
a witch whore, he also said that he was going to have her banished from
Debrecen, because she had called her husband a son of a bitch. When
the husband of the witness heard all this cursing, he told her that the
Lord Almighty would punish her. [Mrs. Jona] replied greatly annoyed:
where is God? She blasphemed terribly and she has nothing godly in
her; sometimes when her husband admonished her she had slapped him
or tried to strangle him: it was the witness’s husband who had rescued
him.”

Eventually it was not the angry and suspicious neighbors who sued
Mrs. Jona, but a patient from Hatvan street, Janos Jenei. Jenei and his
wife first sought healing from Mrs. Andras Nagy, but then they changed
to Mrs. Jona. Mrs. Jéna naturally accused the former healer, Mrs.
Andras Nagy, of having bewitched the Jenei couple. Mrs. Nagy, when
she heard that their new healer was Mrs. Jona, said: “If only you [Jenei]
hadn’t called that horrible woman, I would have finished it.”

The third accused in the trial, Mrs. Vezendi, an old widowed lodger,
appeared often at the side of Mrs. Jéna, trying to reinforce her reputa-
tion as a healer. This was visibly with the sole goal of taking a share of
the privileges due to “healer women”: wine, brandy, and food. When,
however, Jenei—whose illness did not get any better—started to sus-
pect Mrs. Jona, interestingly Mrs. Vezendi also turned away from her,
and started to contribute to the suspicions laid by Jenei. She said, for
instance, in their presence: “I would put my hand on her head and even
swear in front of the council that she is a true witch; she is also teaching
the profession to her son.” For the complete picture we should add that
Mrs. Jéna had a handicapped son: he was very short and had a very big
head. Allegedly his head had once split open when a neighbor’s dog had
jumped on him, and Mrs. Jéna had boasted to others, saying that she
had “put him back together”.

Janos Jenei, when he finally became completely confused about the
three mutually accusing women, had hidden three of his neighbors in
the house and invited Mrs. Jona and Mrs. Vezendi to come over. He
diverted the conversation to Mrs. Andras Nagy, and reproached Mrs.
Joéna: “you poisoned me together, now heal me together.” Mrs. Jona,
perhaps out of anger, confirmed this by saying: “We poisoned you
together and we’ll heal you together, just pay us.” Then the hidden
neighbors came out and grabbed Mrs. Jéna to take her to the judges.
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The woman had sighed: “Oh, oh, I wish your good wine was lost, you
have invited me to a bad dinner.”3*

Eventually Mrs. Mihdly Jéna was sentenced by the tribunal to be
banished from town, as was Mrs. Andrds Vezendi. The verdict on Mrs.
Andras Nagy and the other two accused is unknown.

Similar to the 1725 trial of Mrs. Andras Bartha, it was once again
the rivalry of the “healer women” living close to one another and try-
ing to acquire each others patients, and the resultant loss of confidence
on the part of their patients that all played a significant role in escalation
of events into a witchcraft trial. In the case of Mrs. Vezendi, Mrs. Nagy
and especially Mrs. Jona, the witnesses’ testimonies revealed situations
of conflict exacerbated by multiple tensions such as we have observed in
the case of the above-discussed group of accused witches “of ill repute”.
Apparently, the dangerous relations generating suspicion of witchcraft
also frequently occurred cumulatively in the case of women healers, even
though the maleficium narratives told during the witch trials either keep
silent about these relations, or only represent the existence of one or two
such connections.

Beyond the incidents I have described—at least in the case of
Debrecen—there was another conflict latently influencing the adjudica-
tion of the specialists of magic and stemming from contemporary local
cultural and social history, which was also rarely mentioned explicitly in
the maleficium narratives: the issue of ‘legitimate” and ‘illegitimate’ heal-
ing and midwifery.

Behind the issue, phrased by a Debrecen magistrate in 1730, lies
the accusation, among others, according to which the accused ‘healer
women’, by ‘trading’ the illnesses of their patients among one another,
were not only exploiting the gullibility of their patients but also violat-
ing the sphere of interest of the representatives of ‘legitimate healing’.
This occurred, on the one hand, through their intention to meddle with
the function of divine providence, and thus desecrating the mostly pri-
oritized spiritual sphere of the legitimate healing methods of the time.
On the other hand, they were (literally) intruding into the physical and
material sphere of legal practitioners of these healing methods: the bar-
bers, who were considered to be the official healers of ‘external’ illnesses,
and the physicians, who had the privilege of treating ‘internal” maladies.

It is noteworthy that the gradual institutionalization of healthcare
took place in the course of centuries when witch-hunting was in its
prime. The example from Debrecen suggests that the two phenomena
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were not independent from one another, and that the gradual and
increasingly articulate distinction between the ‘legitimate’ activities and
those qualified as ‘illegitimate’, explicitly or not, became manifested in
the witch trials.

In Hungary, until the establishment of the Faculty of Medicine of
the University of Nagyszombat (Trnava) in 1769-1772, there was no
university-level medical, surgical or midwifery training.®®> These profes-
sions gradually created their organized structures over the course of the
sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, the institutionalization of the dif-
ferent fields occurring with varying intensity—usually primarily in urban
environments.

In the market town of Debrecen the concentration into guilds of the
surgical profession took place quite early—fourth after Tokaj, Nagybanya
(Baia Mare) and Sarospatak. The first guild regulation was published in
1583. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, only
nine masters, and approximately 30 people in all including apprentices,
servants and the widows of masters, were allowed to practice the profes-
sion in a town of more than ten thousand inhabitants. The profession of
barbers, according to guild regulations, specialized in the healing of inju-
ries from being hit, cut, shot, etc., or some other “external” impact, and
of furunculous, pustular diseases visible on the surface of the body. The
new guild regulation from the beginning of the eighteenth century only
reinforced the traditions: again, they maximized the number of barbers
at only nine.8¢

Debrecen had no official physician until the beginning of the eight-
eenth century. In the seventeenth century, medicine was only practiced
by some preachers who had acquired a diploma from foreign universi-
ties and by some college teachers.8” The first medical office was estab-
lished only after Debrecen acquired the title of free royal city in 1700.
The office was first occupied by Istvain Huszti Szabd, the court physician
of Prince Mihdly Apafi, who had studied his profession in Germany and
the Netherlands; although he only stayed in office for 4 years.

Apparently the office was occupied on a regular basis only from the
1730s. From this period onward, on the other hand, there were prestig-
ious figures practicing in the city, such as Janos Andras Segner (in 1730),
who later became a professor at the University of Jena; Gyorgy Buzinkai
(from 1737) who graduated in Franeker and wrote an up-to-date dis-
sertation on the prevention and the treatment of the plague; Istvan
Hatvani, who had by then acquired a many-sided scientific education
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(from the end of the 1740s); Istvin Weszprémi (from the 1760s) who
graduated in Utrecht, and had correspondence with van Swieten, court
physician of Maria Theresa and one of the great opponents of witch-
hunting; finally, the stepson of the latter, Jézset Csapd, who published a
book on medicinal herbs and a dissertation on pediatrics.58

The first pharmacy was established around 1670 and financed by the
city; then, in 1714 it was placed under the supervision of the medical
officer. Until the 1770s, one single pharmacy was supposed to supply
several thousands of inhabitants of Debrecen with medications. This,
however, as the shortage of medication during the 1739-1741 plague
epidemic shows, was insufficient. The second pharmacy was established
only in 1772.89

A hospice for the poor operated from the beginning of the sixteenth
century in Debrecen; a newer establishment was founded in the sev-
enteenth century, and during the 1739-1741 plague epidemic the city
doctors established a temporary health centre. A permanent hospital,
however, was only established in the first half of the nineteenth century.”®

Considering the rather low early modern standards of institutional-
ized, official healthcare, popular medicine must have satisfied a wide
range of social demands. These alternative healing methods were still
flourishing in the eighteenth century, as the one single health officer
and the nine barbers were hardly able to treat every patient in a city
inhabited by thousands. The process of increasing institutionalization
and of improvement, however, also had an impact on the adjudication
of the activities of popular healers: the barbers, and then particularly
the eighteenth century physicians declared their healing methods to be
‘illegitimate’, as were their interpretations of illnesses in the context of
witchcraft. In the case of Debrecen, one can clearly recognize the process
in which, during the eighteenth century, the official physicians required
more and more barbers and midwives to distinguish their activities from
those of the ‘illegitimate’ equivalents, whose pursuits they considered
useless (being based on superstitious instruments and concepts).

The city physicians in the eighteenth century not only obtained
supervision of pharmacies, but abiding by certain central regulations,
they tried to control the activities of barbers and midwives, and sought
to improve their level of training. While, in case of a serious injury, the
sixteenth and seventeenth century barbers’ guild regulations only pre-
scribed that the barber treating a patient should inform the guild mas-
ter who had to have a consultation about the patient (“call the guild on
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him”), the 1736 guild regulations approved by Charles III state that
“the presence of a Doctor is required” in such cases. The new regula-
tion also stipulated that “if patients with external wounds and injuries
require internal medicine, the barbers are not allowed to prescribe any
medication without the advice of a doctor, other than decoctum, purga-
tion or sudatory”, and it strictly ordained that “without a word from the
Doctor, one cannot even perform a venesection on difficult patients”.%!

In the 1750s and 1760s the decrees of the Royal Council of
Governors ordered that those who wished to join the barbers’ guild
would have to pass a higher level exam than before (knowing how to
prepare six ointments), and they have to do that in front of official phy-
sicians. Moreover, the 1761 regulation made it compulsory for barbers
to pass a theoretical exam on the anatomy of the human body and on
illnesses.”?

We have to note the 1761 regulation issued by the city of Debrecen in
which they modified the subject of examination of barbers according to
the requirements of the Royal Council of Governors. The Chirurgorum
Examen was compiled by the physician Istvan Weszprémi in a ‘question
and answer’ format, from which we learn that the profession of barbers
was associated with the healing of “infirmities, lesions, fractures, sprains,
lumps, furuncles or ulcers treatable by hand, external instruments and
external medication”. Weszprémi’s exam questions were especially
directed at the last of these. He demanded that barbers think ration-
ally when treating pimples and pustules, as if he was instructing them to
reject the standpoint of “healer women”, who qualified these infirmities
as maleficium. For example: “Question 87. What do you think of people
with wounded legs who claim that they have stepped into a ‘pouring’
(omtés = a kind of ‘liquid’ magical harm that causes illness) or that they
have been bewitched? Answer: These lesions are called Ulcera Magica or
Sfascinatio inducta, they are inventions of superstitious minds, because all
these lesions have natural causes. One cannot attribute them to the Devil
or to witches because God has not given them such powers.”?3

The profession of midwifery was only institutionalized in Debrecen
from the beginning of the eighteenth century, although we know of a
council regulation from 1696 which obliged them to take an oath:
“Midwives, who thus far have practiced their profession without faith
and without order, should now be bound to their service by faith, for
being more righteous, pure and honest in their office.”?* The guild-
like institution itself, the ‘Association of Old Women of Debrecen’,
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was founded only in 1738. It was directed by two ‘master women’ and
supervised by the city physician.

The endeavour to consciously distinguish ‘legitimate’ from ‘illegiti-
mate’ activity also occurred in the case of midwives, on the one hand,
in the establishment of the midwife guild itself and also in the fact that
the ‘old women” were required to take an exam in front of a physician
before entering the guild. On the other hand, and almost significantly,
it became a requirement for practicing the profession that the midwives
“abstain from any superstitious act and whispering around childbirth,
because if someone is caught doing so she will be punished and disbarred
from the profession.””>

The institutionalization of public healthcare and the improvement
of its standards in Debrecen however did not directly correlate with the
dismissal of witchcraft beliefs and the end of witch trials—as Agnes R.
Varkonyi has proposed to be the case on a national scale. While in the
eighteenth century, the city physicians’ fight against ‘illegitimate’ heal-
ing and midwifery by denouncing magical tools and concepts was indeed
associated with an enlightening activity in the name of rationality, the
barber’s guild and the midwife’s guild apparently often looked upon the
struggle against ‘illegal” healers and midwifes as mere rivalry—maybe on
the basis of the traditional pattern of the competition among the special-
ists of magic. A most efficient instrument in this fight turned out, again,
to be accusations of witchcraft.

In the case of the midwives’ guild, considering that its existence as
an organized structure came about rather late, it is understandable that
such accusations only came at this point; by contrast, in the case of the
barbers’ guild, which had existed since the sixteenth century, some expla-
nation is required as to why the guild members only started to appear
as accusers in the eighteenth century. Naturally one cannot exclude the
possibility that the rivalry between guild healers and popular healers had
been present in the form of witchcraft accusation in earlier periods as
well; the difference being that trial documents did not record the occu-
pation of the accusers. There is, however, another explanation, which, in
my opinion, is just as plausible. After the end of Ottoman rule, however,
when the town earned the rights of a free royal city and had to integrate
into the new centralized state order, the barbers, similar to many other
guilds, had to reinforce their guild regulations in order to maintain their
privileges. This happened in 1736 with the aforementioned modification
that the new guild regulation allowed a greater involvement of physicians
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in the activities of barbers. Over the course of the eighteenth century
the guild was gradually placed under the supervision of the city physi-
cian practicing in the spirit of centralized health regulation. The pres-
sure thus weighing down on them, the mistrust of the medical officer
towards their professional skills could explain why, at this point, the bar-
bers turned against popular healers with greater energy than before, and
why they tried to keep their patients by every means—even if this meant
resorting to witchcraft accusations.

It seems, thus, that witch-hunting in Debrecen was “enriched” with
a new aspect in the first half of the eighteenth century. The ‘legitimate’
representatives of healthcare contributed to the intensification of this
persecution after Ottoman rule. Between 1735 and 1759 53 witch-
craft accusations were made in Debrecen: in 18 cases the accusation was
against popular healers and in seven cases against midwives. Thus, almost
half of the witchcraft accusations targeted the representatives of ‘illegiti-
mate’ healing and midwifery. Let us look at some examples.

Mrs. Janos Csuté was accused of sorcery in 1745. The woman was
reported by the barbers’ guild itself: “In the name of the honest Guild
of Barbers the guild master proposes to punish Mrs. Csut6, who under-
took the healing of a little girl who had broken her hand when she fell
on the ice. She has been treating her for 16 weeks, and this has wors-
ened her injury even more.”® Jinos Kis, a “shepherd doctor” from
Berekboszormény who moved to Debrecen without the knowledge of
the council, was sued five times between 1743 and 1748. His first suit in
1743 stated that “He practices medicine, while he lacks the knowledge
to do so and he is more fit to do agricultural work; he acts against the
privileges of the honest barbers’ guild in other ways as well, and perhaps
he performs his healing with charms.” Several of his patients mentioned
that they had turned to him after the barbers had failed to heal them.
For instance, one of them said that “The chin of a poor woman dropped,
we took her to Mr. Kémeri, who wanted to call the guild, [but] Janos Kis
put it back.” Another patient “had his arm dislocated after falling off a
horse. Mr. Veszprémi and Mr. Kopdcsi treated him for 3 weeks with no
result; this poor man healed him in 3 days.”

Such cases obviously strongly undermined the professional author-
ity of barbers; moreover, according to the witnesses some people were
even afraid to seek their help in the first place. The third patient of Janos
Kis, for instance, said: “The bones in my hand were broken, because I
fell off a tree; Mr. Veszprémi and Mr. Borbély wanted to call the guild,
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but I did not dare to let them treat me, because they only healed with
vinegar. It was this poor man who healed me.” In 1743, however, the
barbers could not get Jdnos Kis convicted for sorcery.”” In May of the
same year they also accused him of drunkenness and blasphemy, and of
“cheating and seducing everything in the name of healing”. They were
only able to rid Debrecen of him by December, when the court ban-
ished him from the city.”® That notwithstanding, in November 1746 a
new trial was conducted against him. The tribunal asked the barbers to
report on him if he had “healed someone despite the ban”.?? In vain
was he banished from the city once again: 1 year later he was standing
in front of the council once more. This time his wife, whom he had left
in Berekboszérmény, came to get him. He was proscribed again.!?® Two
years later he returned to the city. This time he was accused of causing
the death of one of his patients; according to the indictment “he gave
such a strong beverage [to the patient] that he vomited a deal of con-
gealed blood.” The beverage was examined by the city physician, Gyorgy
Buzinkay himself, according to whom “it was terrifying to look at it,
let alone to taste it.” According to the testimony of Janos Kis it was a
concoction against a cold, and it must have been effective, since “it was
made of ginger, cloves and honey.” The ‘shepherd doctor’ was probably
banished from the city once again; and since these are the last data on
his activities in Debrecen, it seems as if the barbers’ guild had finally suc-
ceeded in getting rid of their competitor.101

The widow of Samuel Szathmari, who practiced ‘illegitimate’ mid-
wifery, was reported to the tribunal by the ‘Association of Old Women of
Debrecen’ in 1744. She was accused of “healing with charms and magic,
and having called sworn midwives, namely Mrs. Aranyi and Mrs. Garai,
to be witches”, and of “telling misleading nonsense and lies...about a
huge toad, which lay on her chest during the night, and who was no
other than Mrs. Aranyi.” Mrs. Simuel Szathmari moved to Debrecen,
illegally, as a newcomer. She was born in Nagyenyed (Aiud), and married
in Kolozsvar (Cluj-Napoca), but her husband became a major in the Palfi
regiment and left her. After that she lived in Nagybanya (Baia Mare) and
Didszeg (Tuta), and earned her living from midwifery and healing. She
wished to continue practicing her profession at her arrival to Debrecen,
and as we have seen in the case of many other ‘healer women’, she
boasted about her skills, and called her rivals witches. However, she for-
got one thing: that at this point, behind the midwives Mrs. Aranyi, Mrs.
Garai and Mrs. Janos Olih, whom she had denounced as witches, stood
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the ‘legitimate’ institution of the midwives’ guild protecting them. It
was especially unfortunate that she had been bragging about her magi-
cal skills in the presence of one of the matrons of the Association, Mrs.
Istvan Zsiros, and her daughter: “What kind of an old woman are you,
Mrs. Zsiros, that you cannot do it; if you wanted you could arrange that
the parents had their next child 2, 3, 4 or 6 years later.” Because accord-
ing to Mrs. Szathmadri the number of knots one tied in the umbilical cord
was equivalent to the number of years before the mother would have
another child. At her trial one of the witnesses against Mrs. Szathmari
was none other than the inspector of the midwives’ guild, and sworn-
in midwives also interrogated her on her professional knowledge (for
instance, on what she knew about blood flow). Since her knowledge did
not meet the then required standards of ‘legitimate’ midwifery, and she
was also convicted of some kind of magical act, the magistrate sentenced
her to be flogged with 24 lashes and banished from Debrecen.19?

As well as the case of Mrs. Szathmari there are other trials that also
confirm the protection the midwives’ guild provided to its members
against witchcraft accusations. Mrs. Gyorgy Aranyi, the wife of a boot-
maker and a sworn midwife, who had come out unharmed from the pre-
vious trial as well, was sued several times between 1740 and 1746. In
1740 she was accused of “having charmed and bewitched a child because
the parents did not call her to the childbirth, as they had done before;
she tied him with nine knots... the tiny infant miraculously jumped off
her mother’s lap.” Mrs. Aranyi denied the ‘superstition’, and claimed
that the child “had fallen oftf her mother’s lap because the mother was
drunk.” She most probably won the trial, and was not relieved of her
office, because in 1741 and 1742 she appeared again as a sworn midwife
in the new proceedings against her.193 In 1742 she initiated a slander suit
against the bootmaker’s wife, Mrs. Ferenc Fonyi, for calling her a witch.
Despite eventually losing the trial, because her accusers proved that “she
wanted to heal [Mrs. Foényi’s child] by binding nine knots and she had
performed several magical acts as well”, once again she could stay in
office, only receiving a caution.!®* In 1746 she was eventually suspended
from exercising the profession of midwifery because, as the trial docu-
ments put it, she rarely went to see the women after childbirth, and she
exhausted them. Witchcraft was not even discussed.1%5

Mrs. Janos Oldh, a sworn midwife, launched a slander suit in 1749
against Janos Pesti and his kinsman, Mihaly Cséka. Mrs. Olih had
assisted the wife of Janos Pesti after childbirth. When the newborn baby
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became ill, the Pesti couple took the infant to the ‘shepherd doctor’
from Hadhaz, who identified the midwife as the bewitcher of the baby.
After this Pesti and Csoka called Mrs. Olah over and Mihdly Csoka called
her a “diabolical witch”. The trial was once again won by the sworn mid-
wife, who enjoyed the protection of the guild, and the defendants were
punished. Cséka was sentenced to eighteen strokes of the birch for hav-
ing called her “diabolical”. In addition, a new investigation was started
against Janos Pesti and Panda Sés, who suggested turning to the ‘shep-
herd doctor’, and for “acting against their Christian duty and seeking the
help of a charming sorcerer.”10

No similar witch trials suggesting the conflicts between ‘legitimate’
and ‘illegitimate’ healing or midwifery were found in other places in Bihar
County. This is presumably because neither of the two professions had
reached a level of institutionalization similar to that of Debrecen, not even
in the market towns. According to the research of Gyula Varga, in the mar-
ket town of Kismarja there was only one barber active in the eighteenth
century, and only two or three women performed the function of sworn
midwives.!%” In Beretty6ujfalu we know of only one midwife from 1721
and one ‘physician man’.1%® In Konyir in the cighteenth century there
were only a few ‘bonesmiths’ (bonesetters) exercising healing.”1% There
were no guilds for barbers or midwives in operation in the smaller settle-
ments of the county, or if there were, they were not really institutionalized.

The healer-midwife-patient relationship, and the circumstances
of their interaction in early modern Debrecen implied some kind of
uncertainty. The trials that we have examined reveal quickly dissolving
and quickly reestablished relationships, as is perhaps best illustrated by
the case of Mrs. Janos Szab6 from Ujvaros. Going from one healer to
another often resulted in the former healer being accused of witchcraft.
The witchcraft accusation in this case reassured the patients and their rel-
atives that it was not the illness that was incurable, but the specialist who
had been inadequate. The competing healers, as we have seen, only con-
firmed these opinions when they tried to build or defend their prestige
by identifying other specialists as witches.

In the long run, however, this type of rivalry might in fact have
entailed the decline of their prestige. We have seen that several witch tri-
als started with the confused patient not being able to make head or tail
of the mutually accusing healers, reporting both of them to the court
under suspicion of witchcraft (as for example Andras Szabé in 1694 or
Janos Jenei in 1730).
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Existing or future patients may have heard of the reputation as witch
of many of the healers in their surroundings, as they might also have
heard condemning opinions emanating from representatives of institu-
tionalized, ‘legitimate’ healing, supported ‘from the top’ by the magis-
trate and the tribunal. Over the course of the eighteenth century these
representatives tried to convince them with increasing vigour of the
fact that traditional healers and midwives were—in the better cases—
‘superstitious’ people, or worse, as we have seen in the case of the
barbers’ or midwives’ guild, that they were witches. Under such cir-
cumstances, I believe that the chances were pretty high that the trust
of the people of Debrecen in the traditional specialists of positive magic
would have wavered. The aforementioned conflicts could be related to
this change in perception, which was partly due to the victims violating
social norms apparently supervised by healers and midwives, and partly
due to the traditional privileges and traditional requirements expected by
these healers failing to be provided. The fact that the victims attributed
any problems occurring after such conflicts entirely to specialists in posi-
tive magic indicates that to a certain extent the population had turned its
back upon these specialists and rejected the norms relating to them.

The witchcraft accusations appear as if they represented a change in
the mentality of Debrecen: instead of the traditional expectations, they
point towards a new kind of norm. We can say the same thing about
the cases in which the ‘legitimate’ healer barbers and midwives used
witchcraft accusations to get rid of their ‘illegitimate’ rivals. The accusa-
tion—paradoxically—once again favored the new, the establishment and
reinforcement of the official and institutionalized framework of urban
healthcare. At least this is what is revealed by the maleficium narratives,
which in this perspective were created in a well-discernible sociocultural
environment.

PrOBLEMS OF NEIGHBORHOOD, COHABITATION AND POVERTY

Matyas Nogradi describes ‘humble status’ as being one of the features of
the popular witch stereotype. Poverty, as the preacher claimed, predis-
poses people to resort to magic. Imre Haasz, an early researcher of the
Debrecen witch trials, was of a similar opinion concerning the accused in
the city: “the unfortunate victims of witchcraft beliefs usually came from
the lower social strata.”!10
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Neither in Debrecen, nor in other parts of the county were the witch
trials well documented enough for me to assess the role of poverty in
the emergence of witchcraft accusations. I found it opportune to treat
the scattered relevant data in terms of the category of cohabitation and
neighborhood, since the majority of poor witches were lodgers. The rela-
tionship between the victim and the witch in the known cases, as we have
seen, was mostly defined by cohabitation or neighborhood. The former
occurred in 38.57% of the spatial relations in Debrecen and 37.03% in
the county, while the latter can be found in 63.26% of the Debrecen
cases and 33.33% in the county.

The conflicts between people living in the vicinity of each other—
neighbor and neighbor, lodger and landlord—and the accusations of
witchcraft accusations originating from them have already been illus-
trated through several examples from the trials we have examined.
Furthermore, a specific type of accusation, from ‘above’, where the land-
lord accused his lodgers of witchcraft, seems to have been somewhat
common, especially in Debrecen.

Being a lodger truly did entail a ‘humble status’, both in the city and
in the other market towns and villages of the county. Lodgers did not
own a house and, as the examples from Debrecen confirm, they did not
have the same rights and privileges as the full citizens. The inhabitants of
Debrecen were divided into two groups in terms of legal rights: concives
(fellow citizens) and lodgers. Before the eighteenth century the only
ones entitled to ‘civic rights” were those who paid the ‘citizen tax’ (pol-
gartaksa); then, from the beginning of the eighteenth century the con-
dition for acquiring the right was to own a house. Civic rights were not
inheritable; they were only granted to widows until the end of their lives.
Since civic rights were accompanied by a piece of land, over the course
of early modern times magistrates of Debrecen were very careful to issue
the right only to as many inhabitants as they could provide the appro-
priate size of field, meadow, pasture to. Citizens (in Debrecen given the
Latin term civis) had a share in the city’s forests in firewood and building
timber. Only they could become guild members and participate in offi-
cial elections.!!! According to the estimates of Istvan Récz, at the begin-
ning of the eighteenth century, out of a Debrecen population of more
than ten thousand only one thousand people had civic rights, while their
number at the end of the century may have been around two thousand
to two thousand five hundred.
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Lodgers, who constituted the majority of the population, did not own
a house but they might have had a smaller vineyard or plot of land. They
only received brushwood from the forest, and they also had to pay a
small amount of urban tax.!'? According to Debrecen sources there were
various ways of becoming a lodger. Poorer people moving to the city
from another town; impoverished citizens; the widows of citizens who
were not able to maintain their own home; local poor people unable to
pay the citizen tax or to buy a house; people who could not be placed
in the asylum for the poor (ispotily), or in the hospital, who were called
‘domestic poor’ in the eighteenth century: all these constituted the large
group comprising the lodger population.!13

In post-Ottoman Debrecen, which now enjoyed the rank of free royal
city, the problems relating to a population lacking civic rights emerged
with an unprecedented acuteness during the process of reorganizing
urban life, increasing the institutionalization of social and other activi-
ties and last but not least living under the pressure of economic hard-
ship. During Ottoman rule, it is known, the population of the city grew
significantly, with people fleeing the destroyed villages obviously becom-
ing lodgers.!1* At this point, the only condition to taking them in was
to inform the magistrate of their arrival. This, however, considering the
chaotic times, rarely happened, and at this point the city council did not
question for whom they were providing shelter. However, with the end
of the Ottoman era and after earning the title of a free royal city, they
tried to make the conditions of moving to the city and of becoming a
lodger stricter.

These efforts were actually reactions to the decline of the economy of
the city at the end of Ottoman rule and at the beginning of the eight-
eenth century. Industrial and trade activities in Debrecen decreased
significantly in this period; the city no longer had the capacity to take
on and support poorer immigrants. This was especially the case since
the process of pauperization and the rising number of landless peas-
ants (zsellér) had also begun in Debrecen: bankrupted local retailers and
craftsmen were already multiplying the number of the poor.!11®

The magistracy, in addition to its rational purposes as regards the eco-
nomical sustainability of the city, had its moral reasons as well in trying
to regulate poverty by issuing a series of decrees during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. In January 1696, for instance, they issued the
following ordinance relating to lodgers: “Landlords should only take in
lodgers for whom a Juror has vouched and taken responsibility: if they
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come from elsewhere, they must have a good recommendation. Truants
fleeing from one street or one house to another, who avoid payment and
service, must not be taken in by anybody; one has to report such per-
sons to the Juror. If a suspicious, sinful delinquent of ill repute is found
at someone’s home, those persons are violating their concivis duties, and
the abetters should receive the same punishment as the culprit.” The
supervisors of the street’s administrative and economic organization
(tizhizgazda) made it their duty to “frequently stroll the streets, at least
twice a week, and to examine the kind of people who live there.” The
decrees were reissued in May.116

The civic citizen’s oath recorded in the Matricula Civium (book of
citizens) from 1707 also included such ordinances with relation to lodg-
ers. The fourth point, for instance, was the following: “You may not take
in as lodgers people who avoid service or payment, especially people of
ill repute, sinners and delinquents; you should not hide them, and if
you witness someone doing so in the city, you must report it.” The fifth
point required citizens “not to take in strangers as lodgers to your house
beside your own servants without reporting that you have done so at the
person’s arrival and when the person leaves your house.”!1”

Among the lodgers there were quite a few who were domestic poor or
beggars, who were accommodated by certain landlords out of Christian
duty and in exchange for completing minor household tasks. It is worth
mentioning that the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century saw
numerous ordinances regulating the situation of the domestic poor
added to regulations relating to lodgers. All this confirms the contempo-
rary modification of the traditional care provided to poor people in the
city.

The first ‘inner’ hospital (situated within the city) in Debrecen was
established in 1529 by a citizen who oftered his own house for this pur-
pose. After the consolidation of Calvinism the Franciscans left the con-
vent of Csap6 Street and the magistrate moved the poor people here.
The hospice stood here until 1704. The ‘outer’ hospital—located outside
the city—was established around 1552. In 1705 the council shut down
the inner shelter and relocated the resident poor to the hospice outside
the city. This, after a connecting church was built next to it, became a
congregation with its own ministry, and as Gabor Herpay observed,!!8
henceforth it was the responsibility of this establishment to handle the
problems of the poor who were supposed to move outside the city. As
the report addressed to the royal Chambers in 1698 shows, the hospital

klanicz@gmail.com



60  1.S. KRISTOF

accepted people unfit for work, those with a physical or mental disability,
and poor or impoverished people unable to make a living, and primarily
those who were inhabitants of Debrecen. They completed various tasks,
the men, for instance did stubbling, while the women did weaving work.
The maintenance costs of the establishment were covered partly from
donations, and partly from specified incomes—profit from the mills, the
city land tithe for the poor, incomes from beer-shops, the price of strayed
cattle, and two thirds of the cattle of people deceased without a will.
The hospitals, however, did not have the capacity to take in all the poor
citizens of the city: in 1698-1699 there were, for instance, only 40-50
inhabitants in the shelter.!’® Until the end of the seventeenth century all
this did not cause such a great problem as it did later, because until then
the “hungry poor from the streets”, that is, the domestic poor, had the
right to beg at the church gates and at funerals.!2°

From the end of the seventeenth century, however, probably because
the number of poor had so increased, the magistrate not only moved the
hospice out of the city, but also tried to prohibit the poor from begging.
An entire series of decrees was issued to this end. In 1695, for exam-
ple, the following ordinances were issued about beggars: “those who
are worthy of alms should go and join the others [in the shelter], and
no one is allowed to knock on doors begging. If someone would like to
give alms, he should take it to the public location.”!?! This “public loca-
tion” was the church, where the preachers had to announce the mendi-
cants from the hospice once a month, and one could give donations only
to them and only there. The ordinance was re-issued in 1696; then, in
1700, they ordered once again that “the beggars are not to dwell and cry
at the church gates, but to stay at their accommodation.”122

It would seem, however, that these measures proved rather ineffective,
for in 1720 they had to be repeated. This time, as the magistrate wrote,
“the beggars flooded [the city]” and continued to beg from one house
to another. The decree prohibited this once again, or allowed the excep-
tion of “those who are worthy and should be able to walk around with-
out suspicion with a specific mark.” This, nevertheless, entailed a strict
investigation as a condition, both of the beggars and the lodgers: “thus,
every mendicant has to be sent to the district supervisors in the City Hall
for investigation. The population of the city has to be investigated house
by house as well, to see what kind of lodgers there are. Suspicious per-
sons should be escorted to the jurors dealing with them. And they them-
selves should stay vigilant.”123
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The fight against the city’s poor also included measures which ordered
the demolition of “huts, sheds and other useless houses”. During the
eighteenth century, the decree first issued in 1695 was repeatedly re-
issued, which again suggests that its implementation was not entirely
efficient: “we order in relation to wanderers and huts that the huts dug
in the streets be demolished; furthermore, that dilapidated housing, in
which the derelicts avoiding payment and service hide, should be demol-
ished as well. The district supervisors are also called upon to attend to
those who arrive in the city and to report them. The landlords as well, to
whom these people go, should report the fact; and should someone take
in such a person, they should be punished.”12#

We should also mention that it was around this time that the city also
set out to regulate the Gypsy population. According to an ordinance
of 1696, “the hiding derelict Gypsies living in huts and tents must be
cleaned out of the city; from here on they are not only forbidden to live
in the city, but are not even permitted to sleep here. Gypsies living in
permanent housing and paying their taxes and sustaining other burdens
are permitted to stay inside the city; nevertheless, they must not cheat
other citizens by trading in horses. There shall be regulations which,
it impinged, will result in them automatically being banished from the
city.”125

The situation of the poor in Debrecen thus became very hard from
the beginning of the eighteenth century. The shelter established out-
side the city was not able to accept the mass of humanity arriving from
the city; meanwhile, the magistrate deprived these poor people of their
traditionally most important instrument of livelihood, the right to go
begging from house to house. It is worth noting that these regulations
affected the people newly settling into the city more than the people
originally from Debrecen. The former were not willingly accepted by
the outside shelter, and the church donations were also only provided to
the sheltered poor of Debrecen. The poor coming from elsewhere found
themselves in a situation even more miserable than the locals.

The administrative measures, however, were not successful; mendi-
cancy continued in the city, only under circumstances considered ‘ille-
gal’. We can justly presume that the campaign in Debrecen at the end
of the seventeenth and at the beginning of the eighteenth centuries only
intensified suspicions already existing due to the stereotype of the ‘poor
witch” against lodgers, the domestic poor, poor neighbors and against
Gypsies, as we can presume by the few cases of Gypsy witches in the
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second half of the eighteenth century. Since the regulations made the
landlords responsible for their lodgers and imposed a reporting obliga-
tion on them in cases where they discovered anyone leading a lifestyle
violating the ordinances, the landlords, trying to avoid punishment, must
have felt encouraged to report such persons. We should point out that
moral considerations behind the regulations against lodgers and the poor
may also have anticipated the development of witchcraft accusations. We
have seen that in Debrecen the opinion of both the Calvinist religion
and the magistracy associated numerous types of crime with witchcraft,
and according to the witness testimonies of trials there were quite a few
examples for such associations among the inhabitants.

From the perspective of the victims of the accused lodger and beg-
gar appearing in witch trials we should recall the potential explanation
proposed by Keith Thomas and Alan Macfarlane, since in many regards
it seems to be applicable to the development of witchcraft accusations
against the poor in Debrecen in the eighteenth century.

The citizens of seventeenth-century Debrecen, as well as the com-
munity of Elizabethan-era England, had accustomed themselves to give
out alms, an act which was even required by their religion. Nevertheless,
when in England under the influence of the establishment of a new, indi-
vidualistic approach and in Debrecen as a result of the magistracy’s cam-
paign against the poor, the neighbors rejected those poor demanding
assistance or denounced their lodgers, they had to face a severe moral
problem. Considering that the religiously prescribed tradition of provid-
ing help and almsgiving was still a vivid part of their mindsets, the behav-
ior required by the magistracy must have provoked a deep remorse and
guilty conscience in them. They tried to escape this feeling by accusing
the begging poor of witchcraft,!?¢ since—according to Thomas’s argu-
ment—it was not a sin to deny help to someone who had entered a pact
with the Devil.

As the re-issued regulations confirm, the council of Debrecen was not
really successful in achieving its goal: they were unable to cleanse the
city of the unwanted elements through ‘regulative measures’. Thus the
witchcraft accusations against the poor served as a tool in this campaign.
Let us look at a few examples.

The widow of Balint Kis from Debrecen lived variously in the homes
of three landlords in Mester Street prior to her trial in 1694. She was
cognisant with medicinal herbs and also with several practices belong-
ing to the category of love magic and magic for boosting agricultural
prosperity. It appears, on the basis of the trial, that she wanted to ‘pay’
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for her accommodation and to reinforce her status as a lodger with her
magical skills. This, however, turned out to be a very dangerous option.
At the home of Gergely Marjai she tried to heal his son with herbs, but
was unsuccessful. Mrs. Marjai found Mrs. Kis in the courtyard one night,
and in the morning she told the judges in shock that she had found straw
ashes where Mrs. Kis had been sitting. The suspicions of the landlords
were also confirmed by learning that a servant and a woman neighbor
had also accused Mrs. Kis of bewitching their eyes; the servant had even
come to their house for treatment. Marjai and his wife kicked the old
woman out of their house shortly thereafter. She told her subsequent
landlady, Mrs. Mihaly Guly4s, that she used to have a lover when she was
young, “who came from the sky”. Mrs. Gulyas must have been informed
about the bewitchments attributed to Mrs. Kis, and when she broke
one of Mrs. Kis’s pots, she was afraid that she might fall victim to her as
well. As she related one week after the incident, “I heard a big rushing
noise”, and “a woman [Mrs. Kis] in green robes came out of the bush
and squeezed me at the waist; I put my hands on her shoulder and asked,
“Why are you so angry with me, dear friend...” She replied, “You know,
the other day you broke my glazed pot.” Mrs. Gulyis did not mention
other damages she had suffered; apparently after this incident she chased
her lodger away: “As soon as the pot incident took place, I no longer
kept her in my house.” Mrs. Kis tried to win over her next landlady, Mrs.
Istvan Dinnyés (who probably was already aware of her reputation in the
street) by teaching her how to extract more milk from her cow and how
to protect it from maleficium. She also gave advice to Mrs. Dinnyés’s son
on how to conquer girls he desired. Magical knowledge, however, was a
double-edged sword: when several of her kin became ill, Mrs. Dinnyés
found it easy to blame the bewitchment on her: “She called that person
[Mrs. Kis] a witch to her face, saying she had eaten her son, her daughter
and herself as well.”

The woman lodger was eventually banished from Debrecen, because,
as the judges claimed, “with her advice serving fornication and her use of
prohibited instruments she was provoking scandal.”!?”

A poor woman, Judit Sarkadi, was brought to tribunal in 1720, in
the year of one of the mendicant regulations. The charges against her
were that “she was begging in a fraudulent way: when they only gave her
bread, she started to threaten them, give me some more, or else you’ll
regret even the milk of your mother. Then in their houses one could hear
a great pounding and all the pots and vessels fell out of their places.”
The maleficium narrative recorded in the regrettably very short trial
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document represents the typical situation of the denial of a favor and the
consequent damages, which probably had some grounding in reality if
one considers the ongoing campaign against the poor and the ‘beggar-
witch’ scare.

The beggar woman should have been sentenced to be burnt accord-
ing to the indictment, but she had not confessed anything during tor-
ture. We do not know what her verdict was.!28

Kata Szabd, called “Healer Kata”, was brought to trial in 1718.
According to the witnesses she was often a guest at taverns and at merri-
ments, and “young lads” often visited her. During the time of the trial she
was already living in the home of her second landlord. Her first landlord,
the slaughterer Péter Fodor from Péterfia Street, had kicked her out for
her scandalous lifestyle and drunkenness. As a result, her magical knowl-
edge was no protection to her, either. According to Mrs. Fodor, Miss
Kata had threatened her husband for chasing her away from the house,
“saying you will feel my incantation with many tears. And 2 weeks later he
fell off his feet, and he has been miserable ever since.” At her second land-
lord’s, the bootmaker Andrés Pap in Uj Hatvan Street, she continued her
lifestyle, falling far from the ideal of a ‘God-fearing honest woman’. She
tried to earn the trust of her landlady, as healers usually did, by showing
her her body, which had allegedly been beaten by witches for her healing
activities: “She lifted her skirt and the witness saw a blue bruise on her
leg, and she said: It has been there for 3 days.” The household of Andris
Pap was often harassed by men visiting Miss Kata, and according to wit-
nesses she also used to go home late and was often drunk and quarreled
with the Pap family’s servants. Kata Szabé incorporated exactly the type of
lodger ‘of ill repute” whom the city regulations expected to be reported.
It is also noteworthy to see how many kinds of ‘dangerous relations’
appeared simultaneously in her case (as well): besides the landlord-lodger
relation there were the tensions between healers and patients, and those
between ‘persons of ill repute’ and ‘honest Christians’.

After her witch trial she was beaten and banished from the city.1??

Further research needs to be done in order to see how the situation
of full citizens and their lodgers operated in other market towns of the
county, and whether at the end of the Ottoman era and at the beginning
of the eighteenth century there may have been similar efforts to regulate
the situation of the poor similar to those of the Debrecen magistracy,
charged with moral considerations. In any case it seems that the stereo-
type of the poor witch had its foundations in the county as well.

klanicz@gmail.com



THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND OF WITCHCRAFT ACCUSATIONS ... 65

Accordingly, among the people accused of witchcraft Mrs. Matyas
Fazekas from Hencida (1715) lived in a mud hut!3%; the cripple form
Orvénd (Urvind), Istvan Lengyel (1716) earned his living with his vio-
1in!31; the council of Samson investigated the case of a ‘wandering dere-
lict® ‘Romanian’ (0/dh) woman in 1746'32; Mrs. Domjin had to move at
least three times before she was sued in Sarkad in 1744; and according to
the 1715 trial of Mrs. Ferenc Cina from Bakonszeg “she could not sur-
vive in that poor condition if she did not have her knowledge.”!33 Mrs.
Lippai who fled from Albis (Albis), originally from Ersemjén (Simian)
(1708)134; Mrs. Istvan Harcsds from Berekboszormény (1715)13%; Mrs.
Istvin Gobei from Hajdtabagos (1723)13%; Ferenc Nagy from Komadi
(1724)137; and Mrs. Mihaly Kis from Artind (1726)!38 all earned their
bread from sheep-farming.!3® Moreover, the witchcraft accusations
developing from lodger-landlord conflicts also occurred here and there
in the market towns and villages of the county.

We know from the 1715 trial of Mrs. Miklés Kulcsar from
Hegykozpalyi (Paleu) that she had become poor, and “the village judges
took the house in which Miklés Kulcsar lived by the order of the ispdn,
and gave it to someone who could better support himself.” Mrs. Kulcsar
may already have been under suspicion, because earlier her mother had
been burnt as a witch. She had a reputation of having been, in an ear-
lier period, irreconcilable with others as a landlady; several witnesses
have described in detail how she had chased one of her lodgers from
the house, and how she had ‘bewitched’ the lodger’s cow as well. Mrs.
Kulesar did not take it lightly when they took her house away; she used
to come back to quarrel with the new owners. The latter then attributed
the illness of one of their cows to be the bewitchment of Mrs. Kulcsar.
The Kulcsir family had to wander from one accommodation to the
other, and they tried—with little success—to make a living with the help
of their landlords and neighbors.

Mrs. Kulcsar probably lost her good reputation when her mother was
burnt; the scandal about kicking a lodger out only made things worse.
When she lost her own home, and needed the help of the already suspi-
cious neighbors, her road to a witch trial was paved. According to the
maleficium narratives her lodgers prevented her from taking her wheat to
the mill; her neighbors refused to give her a bushel of wheat or a laun-
dry tub, or to help her husband plough; and when any kind of damage
happened to them, they attributed it to bewitchment on the part of the
angry Mrs. Kulcsir. The type of conflict resulting from denying a favor
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to someone corresponds once again with the status and lifestyle of the
accused witch.

We do not know the verdict of her tria

Behind the denial of a favor, help or cooperation in the discussed nar-
ratives, as we have seen, there often lies the conflict between the poorer
and the wealthier population. In Debrecen this was integrated into the
processes of regulating the settlement of newcomers to the city and of
modifying the care provided for the poor. The maleficium narratives
opposing lodgers and landlords (cives) represent certain forms of the
problematic co-habitation and interactions between these two strata,
which became increasingly tense, especially in Debrecen at the end of the
Ottoman era and the beginning of the eighteenth century. Accusations
of witchcraft, if my hypothesis based on the theories of Keith Thomas
and Alan Macfarlane is right, helped the wealthier part of the population
to rid themselves of these burdened relationships and to ease their guilty
consciences for doing so. Thus it can be said that an accusation of witch-
craft, itself a facilitator in executing administrative measures, helped in
the establishment of a new urban order.

In this process, of which the above-discussed establishment and legiti-
mation of public healthcare was also part, we should not however overes-
timate the weight of witchcraft accusations against the poor. On the one
hand, poverty in itself was not a catalyst of witchcraft accusation: I could
refer to numerous other trials from the judicial period of Debrecen in the
two examined centuries in which beggars, lodgers and newly settled-in
strangers were ‘only’ accused of theft, fornication, playing music without
authorization, murder, etc., and not of witchcraft. On the other hand,
the city’s campaign against poverty at the beginning of the eighteenth
century created circumstances which allowed it to rid itself of unwanted
strangers, lodgers and beggars without accusing them of witchcraft:
namely on the basis of the accusation of ‘illegality’. This might explain
why in the eighteenth century trials in Debrecen the accused poor or
beggar witches—even though we cannot estimate their exact ratio—did
not constitute a vast majority.

1 140

WEeaLTHY WITCHES OF ‘HIGH’ STATUS

Extreme cases of accusations ‘from below’ against important town or vil-
lage officials seemingly rarely occurred either in Debrecen, or in other
parts of the county, although again I cannot give an exact percentage. |
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believe that these were rather isolated cases which, if better sources were
available, could be interpreted in each individual situation. There were
no greater social processes in the background, such as in the case of the
campaign against the poor of Debrecen.

Mrs. Gergely Bagoly from Debrecen, who was considered by Liszlo
Makkai to be the kin of a nobleman and a former judge, was punished
for adultery rather than for witchcraft.!#! The wife of Town councillor
Laszl6 Sziics was accused rather for healing and divination in 1631.142
These two cases, however, seem to contradict the hypothesis of Erik
Midelfort, according to which the stereotype of the ‘poor witch’ was
broken down in cases of mass accusations when the witchcraft accusation
could basically reach anyone, and hence wealthier people of higher posi-
tions as well.1#3 Neither the case of Mrs. Bagoly nor that of Mrs. Szlics
was related to a witch panic. And out of the further three cases involv-
ing wealthy, noble women of Bihar County, only one trial (the afore-
mentioned trial of Ottomany) has surpassed the threshold regarding the
number of accused, which, according to Brian Patrick Levack, is the mar-
gin for a panic-like witch-hunt.

In Nagykereki in 1724, in the suit against the wife of judge Gyorgy
Szabd, at least six other local ‘witches’ from other villages of the county
were identified. Nevertheless, it is worth noticing that Mrs. Gyorgy
Szabd’s primary trouble was with the ‘German Captain’ staying in
Nagykereki. The reason for his discontent was probably not what the
witnesses told, namely that one of his puppies had died because Mrs.
Szabo6 had bewitched it; it was more likely that he had problems with his
accommodation, and blamed the judge’s family for it. In the Ottomdny
trial of the same year, which was the only incident of accusation in Bihar
County that can be considered as a ‘witch-craze’, the wife of the judge
Tamas Kerekes was accused of witchcraft alongside nine other persons.
Mrs. Kerekes was also accused by two other witches of riding cats and
people. The local notary registered her in the witch association he assem-
bled as a ‘pvt’ (kiz). 14+

There are no records of the verdicts passed on the two women,
although it would be essential to know how the sedria decided in the
case of ‘witches’ from the top of the social ladder.

Mrs. Mihaly Panyolay (1765), the wife of the judge’s brother in
Kismarja, apparently arrived at a poorer neighborhood after mov-
ing from a Bihar village to the market town. The witnesses had stated
that she could not even weave properly, and that she was an indulgent
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woman. One of her victims called her “Mrs. Karaffa”, associating her
with the notorious late seventeenth century imperial general, Antonio
Caraffa, who ruthlessly imposed taxes: “in Bihar you had to carry the
chest of poverty yourself, and you were looking for the key, opened the
chest and left it empty... just go to Bihar, the people there will tell you
what you have been; you acted like Caraffa, you tormented the poor.”
Another victim disparaged her with the following words: “you clear
witch whore, just because your brother-in-law is the judge, I am not
afraid to say it, if they are kin or friend to the judge, any petty rascal
is allowed to come to Marja, no matter if they come from the Devil or
from hell.” The former victim considered it to have been a bewitch-
ment by Mrs. Panyolay that the wind blew off the roof of her house,
while the latter blamed her for the death of her goose. In order to dis-
play to the public that Mrs. Panyolay was a witch, they hung the goose
at her window. Finally it was Mrs. Panyolay who sued the two victims
for slander.

It would be interesting to know how the trial ended, but, again, the
sources have not preserved the verdicts.!4>

We cannot draw general conclusions from the few cases of women of
high social status accused of witchcraft. I only wish to draw attention to
the fact already indicated by the above-discussed witch-victim relations
of the examined territory: the stereotype of the poor witch was hardly an
exclusive reality in the accusations.

I believe that the accusations of witchcraft are much more widespread
on a social scale, and probably concerned primarily the middle strata
who had somewhere to rise or fall down from, so that their relationship
with their narrow environment (house, neighborhood, street, etc.) could
become problematic, and thus, interpreting the events through the lens
of witchcraft, the possibility arose that they could become witches or vic-
tims. As the previous cases show, witchcraft accusation nonetheless, did
eventually reach a group with significant power, judges of considerable
wealth. This did not necessarily require a panic-like witch-hunt, as sup-
posed by Erik Midelfort, because incidental changes also occurred in
their milieu, in their microenvironment—as we have seen in the case of
Mrs. Panyolay, who moved into a poorer neighborhood in Kismarja, or
in that of the quartered soldier and the judge’s wife in Nagykereki—situ-
ations which could have contributed to the development of suspicion of
witchcraft.
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HajpU GENTRY (HAJDUNEMESEK) AND SERFS (JOBBAGYOK)

The witch trials at the manor of Derecske in Bihar county are no differ-
ent at first sight from any other trial of the region and of the time period.
In the course of research, however, it transpired that the maleficium nar-
ratives often oppose the former bajdin gentry (hajdinemes) and serfs (job-
bagy), who alternately appeared as witches or victims.

These witchcraft accusations, based on status oppositions, can be
interpreted if we observe the social processes of the age that they rep-
resent. At the end of the Ottoman era (1702) the Palatine Prince Paul
Esterhazy received 16 settlements of the western part of Bihar County
as a pledge property, which he proceeded to organize into a manor. In
1745 the princely family obtained the perpetual donation of the manor.
Thirteen of the settlements had gained hajdsn privileges during the sev-
enteenth century, from Istvin Bocskay, Gabor Bithori, Gibor Bethlen
and other Transylvanian princes. They only owed military service to
the princes, and they had their own municipality and the right to freely
elect their judges. Their judicial cases were handled by the county court
(sedrin). 140

At the end of Ottoman rule, however, neither the Royal Chamber
nor the new seigneur Esterhdzy acknowledged their liberties. In 1700,
in Vienna, it was declared that the hajdi towns “were bound to pay the
tithe and other manorial allowances and taxes like any other subjects
did.” The Chamber and Esterhazy deprived those settlements of the
plains annexed to their territories during Ottoman rule.'*” The eight-
eenth century censuses registered the population of these settlements—
ignoring their former privileges—as serfs and taxpayers, and they also
started to settle a population of serfs into the hajdun settlements, which
had been closed military communities during the Ottoman times.!48

The manorial administration established at the beginning of the eight-
eenth century increasingly interfered with the free election of judges, and
besides limiting judicial authority the provisors also appointed their own
delegates to lead the council of the settlements.!* The lord wished to
extend the jurisdiction of the manorial court provided with jus gladii to
the serfs and like wise to the former hajdsn gentry. His goal was obvi-
ously to eliminate all differences regarding the legal status of the people
living on his land; he wished to see serfs who uniformly paid taxes and
were subject to the manorial court’s jurisdiction. The only concession
he made was that he periodically redefined in contracts the obligations
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of the latter. It took, however, decades of back-and-forth negotiations
until the hajdi gentry of the Derecske manor were willing to accept even
this fairly advantageous contractual relationship as serfs. The period from
which we have information of the witch trials of the hajdi settlements
was therefore overloaded with multilateral conflicts: animosities between
lords and hajdun gentry, hajdn gentry and serfs, lord and county.

We should point out two important ‘alliances of interest’: on the one
side between the serfs and the lord (and the manorial administration),
and on the other between the hajdsn gentry and the county. Over the
course of the eighteenth century the former nobles refused on several
occasions the payment of the seigneurial tax and obstructed the census
ordered by the administrators. This is what happened, for instance, in
1726, when the hajdi settlements jointly declared “that their inhabit-
ants are free individuals who have the right to move freely, therefore
they do not want to be included in the census, because it would entail
feudal burdens.” They liked to mention proudly that their first seigneur,
Palatine Paul Esterhdzy, had addressed them as “your gracious lords”.1%0
In 1745, when the Esterhazy family obtained the perpetual rights to the
manor, they joined forces once again and contradicted the inauguration
of the lord. All this, however, did not change the situation. They turned
to the Chamber of Szepes 2 years later to no avail when they petitioned
to redeem themselves: their request was denied. After the Urbarium
agreement they took their case to trial once again, but they were not able
to reclaim their liberties then, or ever again.!%!

Their fight for their privileges also included the repudiation of the
manorial court’s jurisdiction over them referring to themselves as “noble
persons”. In 1703 they requested the Prince that “our old law not be
taken away from us, let us continue to live under it.” 152 Since the Prince,
however, did not fulfil their request either then or later, the hajdi gen-
try consequently concealed their legal affairs from the manorial provi-
sors and, according to their old habit, turned to the county’s vicecomes
(deputy county judge, alispan) and the sedrin. At the beginning of the
century they found in the person of the deputy comes Gyorgy Komaromi
Csipkés an influential advocate for their cause from the ranks of the
county authorities, who were anyhow reluctant to acknowledge a new,
rival legal authority with the right to order capital punishment, such as
was the Esterhdzy manorial court.

The fact that witch trials from bajdsn settlements were tried (with one
late exception) by the sedria can therefore be explained by its specific
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political background. The tendency, especially under the presidency of
Komiéromi Csipkés, was that the sedria’s decisions apparently served the
interests of the bajdn gentry.

By refusing to pay taxes to their lord, the hajds gentry were indirectly
augmenting the burdens on the—usually recently settled—serfs living
in their settlements, since they had to pay more as a result. The ‘poor’
of these settlements brought complaints to the manorial officials, and
mentioned other instances of domination: the operating of a small tav-
ern, denying serfs the rights of property, not acknowledging “the staff
of the peasant judge” (parasztbiré bottyn), wrongtully extending their
properties and lands, etc. In Istvin Szendrey’s view the serfs were far
more opposed to the privileges of the nobles than was the lord. The lat-
ter, apparently, even exploited the discontentment of the serfs against the
nobles: he encouraged the serfs to formulate their complaints in writing,
stating how they had been domineered, so that later he could turn these
letters of complaint against the hajdsi gentry.!>3

The witch trials of Derecske manor originated in a very tense atmos-
phere, and even though the source material cannot be considered fully
exploited, especially from the perspective of witch trials, it is still note-
worthy to point out certain phenomena.

The witch trials of former hajdi towns provide numerous examples of
accusations from both below and above; in several cases we can suspect
or prove that gentry-serf conflicts lay in the background. We can pre-
sume that the nobles defending their privileges tried to get rid of certain
recently settled serfs, for which, however, they had very little means. The
trials conducted at the county’s sedria—including witch trials—perhaps
served as the best means to attain their goal. (The lord’s sympathies lay
with the serfs; his manorial court probably would not have supported the
suing hajdi gentry either in a witch trial or any other legal proceeding.)
About the displacement of serfs, however, the county court, who sup-
ported the hajdn gentry could not decide unless they had compelling
reasons, since the serfs belonged to the manor. The hajdn gentry must
have recognized a compelling reason in witchcraft accusations.

Obviously, this ‘recognition’ did not only occur when the Derecske
manor was constituted. The hajdi nobles and the counter-accusing serfs
built on formerly existing patterns when accusing each other of witch-
craft. The organization of the manor and consequently the enforcement
of the settling of serfs in the former hajdsn settlements, however, cre-
ated new conflicts which made it possible for witchcraft accusations to
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become an instrument of political fights. Even though the maleficium
narratives do not mention this aspect, I still believe it is true. Let us look
at some examples.

In 1699 the magistracy of Derecske led investigations surrounding a
Gypsy woman, the wife of the voivode Miklds, a weaver woman, Mrs.
Nagy, and Mrs. Marton Viragos, who had all moved to the bajdn gen-
try market town from Balmazajvaros, thus increasing the number of
unwanted serfs there. Witnesses were also heard against a local inhab-
itant, Mrs. Maté Tavasz, who lived in poverty. The primary accusation
against them was that “they have eaten the children of the judge”, who
was most probably a member of the former hajdn gentry. Mrs. Maté
Tavasz, when she was captured, started to make counter-accusations:
accusing a member of a local noble family, Mrs. Andris Szab6,!%* of
witchcraft: “See... they capture the poor [woman], and Mrs. Andras
Szabo, who is also a devil like us, she is not captured... she rides a black
cat with slit ears.” This trial evokes a stage of animosities between hajdin
gentry and serfs preceding the establishment of the manor, when being
a stranger and a settler was more incriminating for the accused than their
status of serfdom (not yet associated with political aspects). Nonetheless,
in the little-known conflict between the judge and Mrs. Maté Tavasz, the
pattern of mutual witchcraft accusation, which later led to the prolifera-
tion of accusations, was already present. We have no knowledge of the
outcome of the trial: documents have remained only in fragments.!5®

It was in 1714, after the establishment of the manor and now in a
period of political conflict, that accusations were made against two
women serfs. Mrs. Gyorgy Borbély was suspected of having ‘bewitched’
the daughter of the juror Janos Dobai who, judging from his rank, was
probably a hajdi noble. According to the narrative, Mrs. Borbély had
asked for some pears, but had been refused them. The other woman,
Mrs. Péter Juhos Kis, had been accused of ‘torturing’ a member of the
hajdn gentry Tarsoly family. The cases of the two women were tried
by the sedria, and they were both sentenced to take a cleansing oath.
The documents unfortunately do not mention whether the oath was
successful 150

In 1723, the bajdn gentry from Hajdibagos were able to rid them-
selves of two women serfs. They also sued a third one, but her verdict is
unknown. The accusations all began at the house of the hajd# nobleman,
Istvan Szarvadi. Szarvadi had accepted the shepherd Mrs. Istvan Gobei
as lodger. According to the victim, Mrs. Gobei had once threatened him,
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saying “your child will regret it... his two arms will lose bones.” Mrs.
Gobei was looked upon as a witch by several of her landlords. Among
other things, she had ‘bewitched” a maid of the Pap family, (also from
the hajdn gentry), and threatened the family when they hired her hus-
band to draw water but would not pay for his service right away. Several
witnesses, including the hajdun gentry woman Erzsébet Kodormany,
stated in their testimonies that the shepherd woman was ‘aware of” her
evil doings. According to Erzsébet she once told her: “it is time for me
to go, because I have done enough good and bad, my ass has licked
many thresholds.” Eventually, the sedria banished her not only from
Hajdtibagos, but also from the entire county.!%”

The mutually accusing serfs probably also saw in witchcraft accusation
an opportune means to liberate them from the hajdi gentry, who were
often domineering in defending their old rights. They had little chance
of attaining their goal, however, since trials against accused hajdn were
conducted in front of the county court, which supported them, as we
shall see in the following examples.

The cases of the hajdin noblewomen Mrs. Janos Zuh and Mrs. Pal
Téth from Szalonta (Salonta)!'®® and Mrs. Zuh’s mother, Mrs. Mihaly
Laszlo, were tried by the sedria in 1717. Mrs. Zuh, in addition to her
noble rank, was probably a wealthy woman; we hear she had a serv-
ant, a miller lodger, and a hired shepherd. Despite her background, her
neighbors explained her wealth by the fact that she possessed magical
skills. Allegedly, “she could bewitch the cows at milking” with her spe-
cial grease. One of the witnesses stated she had heard from Mrs. Zuh’s
daughter that “my mother ground the [caul of the cow] and fed it to the
cows mixed with bran, that is how our milk is so buttery.”

Mrs. Zuh was probably denounced by the serfs Mihdly Lajos and his
wife. We do not know the original cause of their conflict beyond the rea-
sons Mrs. Lajos named in her narrative of the bewitchment: she had hit
one of Mrs. Zuh’s hens and one of her geese. Mrs. Lajos and her servant
accused the noblewoman of maleficium. Mrs. Lajos tried to prove to the
sedrin that Mrs. Zuh had come to her with another person during the
night, and “tramped on her heavily”.

Differences between the testimonies of hajdi gentry and serf wit-
nesses related to certain witchcraft-beliefs Mrs. Zuh was accused of are
conspicuous. Those of her acquaintances who supported her—the mem-
bers of other noble families such as the Toth, Madas and Olah fami-
lies'®—said, for instance, that the reason Mrs. Zuh’s finger had once
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been bandaged was because it had a boil on it. The servant of Mihdly
Lajos, however, said at the tribunal that Mrs. Zuh’s injury was due to
the incident when one night she appeared in front of her as a witch: “As
she attacked the witness, Mrs. Janos Zuh grabbed the witness’ throat
and started to strangle her, one of her fingers got stuck in the witness’s
mouth, who chewed on it”. And to confirm her assertion she referred
to the testimony of Mihdly Lajos: “I heard the next day from my mas-
ter that Mrs. Janos Zuh’s finger was bandaged.”'%% Mrs. Zuh’s herds-
man also accused her of wanting to poison him with pogdcsa (traditional
Hungarian pastry), and a lodger also raised accusations claiming that,
accompanied by two other persons, after their fight she had wanted to
slit his child’s throat.

The hajdin gentry testifying in favor of Mrs. Zuh also said that her dog
had once become rabid and run out of the village. According to the peo-
ple testifying against her, it was Mrs. Zuh herself who had run that time
like a dog. This is what the Gypsies chasing the dog testified to. Voivode
Adém said that “I could not run faster than the dog, I have never ran as
fast as that day, a hundred-Forint racehorse could not keep up with me,
there was no thorny bush or meadow that I could not cross... if they
hadn’t killed [the dog] I would still be running.”16!

The noblewoman Mrs. Pal Téth also got involved in a conflict with
the Lajos family. She “kept” one of the Lajos’s daughters at her house,
and they suspected that she would bewitch her so that she could never
have children. According to Mrs. Lajos, Mrs. Téth used to “visit her”
in the night with Mrs. Zuh. In her testimony she stated: “Mrs. Pal Toth
told the witness that she had suffered a lot because of her, but that
sooner or later she would die by her hands.”162

Mrs. Pal Toth was sentenced to take an easily performable cleansing
oath. The mother of Mrs. Zuh, Mrs. Mihaly Laszl6, of whom the trial
revealed practically nothing, was acquitted. It is hardly likely that Mrs.
Janos Zuh was convicted as well, since she was able to find 17 witnesses
testifying in her favor, including several hajdin gentry.

Despite the fact that the maleficium narratives do not enter into an
explicit ‘political’ discourse, I believe that lying in the background of the
witchcraft accusations of the Derecske manor we find a decidedly politi-
cal opposition between hajdn gentry and serfs. The witchcraft accusa-
tions raised by Aajdn nobles against serfs were meant to defend an
ancient order based on their privileges. They belong to a series of des-
perate efforts which sought until the end of the eighteenth century to

klanicz@gmail.com



THE SOCIAL BACKGROUND OF WITCHCRAFT ACCUSATIONS ... 75

regain the privileges of the bajdn gentry. The counter-accusations by the
serfs, on the other hand, had an inverse effect: they favored the manorial
system supporting them; that is, the establishment of a new order.

The problem surrounding the social tensions within the Derecske
manor is inseparable from social historical events in hajdsn gentry towns,
now integrated into a ‘Hajdu district’ in 1876—Szoboszl6, Boszormény,
Dorog, etc.—as well as from the events of seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century witch-hunts in these towns. However, as this topic has been but
barely researched; I cannot go into a more detailed analysis here.

The primary conclusion of this study is that the scapegoating efforts
manifesting in the form of witchcraft accusations (subsiding during the
times of war and intensifying during natural disasters) have a general pat-
tern which is applicable everywhere. Witchcraft accusations in the region
of our study cannot be described alone within the framework either of
the tensions between the poor and their environment emphasized by
Keith Thomas and Alan Macfarlane, or the ambiguous relations between
the specialists of magic and their environment, as suggested by Richard
Horsley and others. T also do not find entirely justified the hypothesis
represented by Richard Horsley, and applied to Hungarian circumstances
by Gabor Klaniczay, according to which “During the explosion of a
witch-panic, accusations run along the lines of social or cultural tensions
within the communities; but in the course of long-term, regular, but
not (or rarely) excessive witch-hunting, as was the case in Hungary, the
majority of the victims are the people who possess some kind of magical
expertise.”1%3 On the basis of the overview it seems as if, in the region of
our study, over the course of a long-term and systematic witch-hunting
period the foundations of most accusations were actually the social and
cultural tensions within the community; there was no need to have, say,
50 witches in order to formulate this issue in the form of a witchcraft
accusation. As for the ‘witch types’, I also believe that we can only dis-
cuss them as far as the implications of the two groups of maleficium nar-
ratives established by Eva Pécs!6* and also observed in the region of my
research might suggest it: the witch prototype construed on the basis of
conflicts stemming from situations of everyday cohabitation, which con-
stituted the vast majority of the cases, and the witches fulfilling the role
of a communal scapegoat and the target of everybody who represented
the minority in the cases.

This, however, is what makes the research of witchcraft accusation
interesting. It is not the figure of the witch and the related beliefs that
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deserve attention, but the dangerous relations on the foundation of
which the witchcraft accusations were created. These relations, in my
opinion, were always shaped by the given economical-social-cultural con-
figurations. In Debrecen, for instance, the lodger-landlord and the beg-
gar/poor-rich conflict was much more present than in the county. The
accusations of moral and common offenses weighed a lot more in the
city than in other parts of the region. The conflicts between the special-
ists of positive magic and their environment also represented a more seri-
ous problem in the city when compared to the county. Meanwhile, in
the privileged settlements of the county the accusations stemmed more
often from tensions due to status oppositions, as in Debrecen. In the
background of these, as we have seen in the case of the Derecske manor,
there lay social problems characteristic of the given settlement and region
in a given period.

All these conclusions take us to another, not particularly different
second broad conclusion derived from what we have discussed above,
namely to the position that we must handle stereotypes with precaution,
whether they are established by preachers, witnesses of witch trials or his-
torians and anthropologists. The image of the ‘poor old witch’, professed
by all of the above, does not apply to the entirety of the witch-hunt in
the examined region, as we have seen. It might apply to the case of the
supernatural witch—generally an imagined belief-figure—but to the eve-
ryday or social witch, characteristic of most of the accusations, apparently
it is not applicable. The latter are scattered across a much wider scale
which I will discuss below.

We have to be equally cautious with assertions relating to the func-
tion of witchcraft accusation. As Victor Turner has pointed out in his
previously mentioned critique, the anthropologists of the 1950s argued,
besides presuming in the context of functionalism that societies are static,
that witchcraft accusations had an establishing, almost conserving effect
on the order of society; that is, of the community. Turner himself, along-
side Thomas and Macfarlane, emphasized the opposite side of social
changes, claiming that, on the contrary, the accusations were preparing
the ground for something new. The study of everyday dangerous rela-
tions in our region is somewhere midway; I can simultaneously support
both opinions.

In the typical conflict situations of the region and period of my study
the orientation of witchcraft accusations can be modelled in the follow-
ing way. Against women accused of moral and other offenses, and on
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behalf of the hajdi gentry, against serfs, the witchcraft accusation can
be considered an instrument to protect traditional values, a force of law
enforcement on one hand. On the other hand, against the representa-
tives of traditional positive magic, or against the beggars and lodgers
of Debrecen, and, on behalf of the serfs of Derecske, against gentry
the accusations can be interpreted as an instrument to dissolve the old
order, and to prepare a new mentality. Nonetheless, taking all this into
consideration I believe that it is not the witchcraft accusation itself, but
its given social context which determines the function of the accusation.
And why should a researcher of witch-hunting expect only one single
function and one single context? If witchcraft accusation arose in prob-
lematic sectors of social and human cohabitation, or is a representation
of'it, we have no reason to presume that this cohabitation deteriorated in
one aspect only, in one single sector, and that witchcraft accusation had
an effect in only one direction.

I must stress once more that in my description above I have only
modelled the two functions of the witchcraft accusations. I did not
intend to qualify them in terms of an idea of social ‘development’: in
mentioning forces of law enforcement and of order dissolution I did not
intend to formulate a judgment.

The few trials, the abundant archival sources of which have allowed
me to perform ‘deep drillings’, have provided a third conclusion. After
discarding the generally accepted schemes and stereotypes, for the inter-
pretation of witchcraft accusations it is not enough for the researcher
to show the dangerous relations within the given community in a given
period and given social context. A trial that seemingly fits into such a cat-
egory still reveals a specific, individual micro-context, which constitutes
the real framework of the accusations.

This is where, in my opinion, the warning of the much-cited analy-
sis by Jeanne Favret-Saada concerning the questionable authenticity of
maleficium narratives is the most applicable. I believe that these narra-
tives, and the types of conflicts and bewitchments they tell, operate as
an interpretive scheme in which any realistic event can be substituted, or
can be made to correspond to a social micro-context generating animos-
ities. It is probably very likely that during the substitution process the
real context and the real events—obeying the logic of maleficium narra-
tives—were more or less modified and transformed; they did not, how-
ever lose a// contact with reality. We have seen several examples in which
the majority of the accused were placed under the framework of conflicts
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by the victims, which were/might have been indeed connected to the
lifestyles and social interactions of the former. I find it, however, abso-
lutely impossible to interpret and explain the micro-context of the actual
witchcraft accusation only on the basis of maleficium narratives. The
results of my ‘deep drillings” have confirmed the hypothesis that the vic-
tims did not necessarily mention in front of the tribunal the true reasons
why they hated this or that individual, and why they considered them-
selves to be their victims. My research in Debrecen provided numerous
complementary data which were not even mentioned in the witch tri-
als per se: on the past of the accused, pervious legal incidents or infor-
mal conflicts of the accused, their financial and social status, their direct
home and neighborhood, etc.

Accordingly, we should only ‘believe’ the maleficium narratives if
we are able to compare them with other types of texts and sources. It
is the result of such a comparison which has brought me to think that
the maleficium narratives of Debrecen, when they represent the dissolu-
tion of certain social norms (related to specialists of magic, or the poor,
beggars), refer to the same thing that was happening on a sociological
level in the city’s social and cultural history, even if on a different—sym-
bolic—level. They speak of the rearrangements after the Ottoman era:
the changes in the direction of centralization and institutionalization, the
new social and cultural exclusion and the differences arising from these
changes. They also show us certain older norms, represented, for exam-
ple, by the ‘healing women’; or the traditional support of the begging
poor, norms which did not easily succumb to the new order.

This is basically the situation with the maleficium narratives of the
Derecske manor: the narratives place in opposition serfs and bajdn gen-
try as witches and victims who, as we have seen, were already opponents
in another fight which had a political background. The stake of the con-
flict, nonetheless, was not a wounded foot or a cow giving bloody milk,
but—in this case again—to work out a new order after Ottoman rule:
centralization and the leveling of old group identities, or regionalism and
the preservation of the latter.

If I had to give a general answer to the question of what the malefi-
ciwm narratives ‘are about’, my answer would be: they are about socia/
dynamics. Besides representing certain changes within a given commu-
nity, naturally according to their own, specific ‘witchcraft-related’ encod-
ing, they also displayed what the norms were. The protection of old rules
and customs clashed with their intention to introduce new forms.
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On the basis of certain more or less discovered micro-contexts of
the accusations I would like to point out that the probability of witch-
craft accusations occurring was higher in situations which were over-
loaded with economical-social-cultural conflicts in which the tensions
were multilaterally concentrated. I would like to refer to only two
previous examples. In the case of Mrs. Marton Ricz from Debrecen,
accused in 1725, the witch-victim relation included the following
oppositions at the same time: stranger-local, neighbor-neighbor, rich-
poor, health-disease, ‘offense of ill repute’~*Christian life’, while Mrs.
Andras Bartha, a woman who specialized in recognizing healers and
witches living in the vicinity, also played a big role. In a 1730 trial
in Debrecen, when five accused, including two healer women (Mrs.
Mihaly Jéna and Mrs. Andrds Nagy) were brought before a tribunal,
all the above-mentioned oppositions were displayed, and we could
add problems occurring in the relations between ‘illegitimate’ healer-
‘illegitimate’ healer, ‘illegitimate’ healing-‘legal’ healing, and healer-
patient relations to the list.

Witcheraft accusations presumably developed more often in situations
in which the dangerous relations within a given community appeared
cumulatively in the micro-context of certain structured groups—
house, neighborhood, district, street, clientele, guild, region, and so
on. Contexts where—to quote John Putnam Demos—“life was really
dense”.16°

Finally, thinking with the logic of witchcraft accusations several con-
clusions can be drawn which, though hypothetical, yet constitute a sort
of model which helped to interpret many characteristics of the witch-
hunting of my study. If witchcraft accusation is an act of scapegoating
stemming from the deterioration of interpersonal relations, then certain
forms of social interactions are needed. For this interaction a certain
spatial and social proximity is necessary. Spatial proximity is well illus-
trated by rival healers crossing each other’s interests, the lodger-landlord,
neighbor-neighbor oppositions and the general particularities of bewitch-
ment cases, namely that the witches were not from a distant town, but
lived in the direct vicinity of the victims. Social proximity means two
things. On the one hand, that the social and financial situation of the
victim and the witch are not so different from one another. This dif-
ference may include the disparities between the (houseless) lodger and
the (house owner) landlord, or the gentry and the serfs; the differ-
ences between extreme poles, such as the wandering Gypsy/Romanian
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mountain shepherd/poor beggar versus a nobleman/noble judge /priest,
however, could be included to a much lesser extent.

In terms of status and financial situation, as I have previously pro-
posed, the people involved in witchcraft come primarily from the middle
strata (which cannot be better specified according to my current knowl-
edge). The reason is simple. Only those individuals can become victims
who have something to lose from their material or symbolic capital but
whose status/wealth /capital is not so substantial as not to feel the ‘pain’
of the loss. The witch was always someone who ‘stood out’ from the
micro-community upwards or downwards, yet was not different to the
point of separating from the community, since it would have brought an
end to the interaction which eventually made him or her a witch.

Maybe this context also confirms my calculations concerning the age
and marital status of witches and victims; as we have scen, the centre
of witchcraft accusation was constituted by the most active stratum of
the community: middle-aged married couples. These presumably had
enough symbolic and material capital which they could lose, but not as
much capital for the loss to be painless. On the other hand, as the most
active people in the prime of their lives they had the greatest opportunity
to stand out from others, and they were obviously the ones to compete
the most with one another. Furthermore, being the most active social
layer, they could potentially have constituted a group of people having
a ‘dense life’, and it could have been the case that dangerous relations
occurred most cumulatively with them.

Meanwhile, social proximity also meant that those who lacked such
proximity did not participate in the interaction and so could become
neither victim nor witch. Probably this is the explanation for why there
were so few Gypsies and Romanians or Catholics among the victims and
accused witches of Bihar County.

The witchcraft model discussed relies partly on my concrete research
results, but is partly a collection of mere hypotheses and deductions. The
reason I have considered it worthy of discussion is that it constituted a
most consequent and coherent scheme, which with the proper modifi-
cations and after having applied it to interpret the witch-hunting of the
region and period of my study, may be helpful in approaching similar
issues of other regions and other periods of time.
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Abbreviations

BA KLEIO-printout: A printed end-result of quantitative analyses made

HBmL:

by means of the software KLEIO, preserved
in the “Archive of Witchcraft” (Boszorkdanyhit
Archivum), a manuscript database containing
files from the fieldwork and archival research
of Hungarian scholars, Institute of Ethnology,
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest.
Hajda-Bihar  megyei  Levéltir [Archives of
Hajda-Bihar County], Debrecen.

HBmLf: Debrecen virvos magisztratusinak jegyzékonyvei

TtREL:

[Protocols of the magistrate of the city of
Debrecen], A Hajdu-Bibar megyei Levéltar for-
raskindvianyai [Publications of the Archives of
Hajda-Bihar County], Debrecen, 1982-1987.
Tiszantali Reformatus Egyhazkerilet Levéltira
[Archives of the Diocese of the Reformed
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