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A WITCHCRAFT TRIANGLE 

Transmitting witchcraft ideas 
across early modern Europe 

Liv Helene Willumsen 

Introduction 

This essay deals with the transmission of ideas about witchcraft within early 
modern Europe. The research question I pose is how the circulation of specific 
witchcraft ideas between three places in early modern Europe – the Trier region 
in Germany,1 Edinburgh in the East Lothian area of Scotland with the North 
Berwick trials, and Vardø in the district of Finnmark in Northern Norway – 
happened. These ideas about witchcraft were related to the learned European 
doctrine of demonology: the intellectual study of demons and their powers. This 
doctrine gained a foothold in Europe from the fifteenth until the seventeenth 
century. My hypothesis is that the first occurrences of demonological witchcraft 
trials in these three locations were inf luenced by demonological ideas transmit-
ted from one area to another. Germany, Scotland, and Finnmark turned out to 
be extreme when it came to the intensity of witchcraft trials, as pointed out by 
Julian Goodare in his book The European Witch-Hunt.2 I argue that the transfer of 
demonological ideas from South-Western Germany to North Europe took place 
within a triangle constituted by lines drawn between Trier, North Berwick, and 
Vardø, as shown on the map (see Map 16.1). 

On this map, there are continuous lines and dotted lines. The continuous 
lines mark the direct connection between Trier, Edinburgh with the North 
Berwick trials, and Vardø: three European places of interest when it comes to the 
first appearance of demonological ideas in the early modern witch-hunt. A pos-
sible route for transmission of witchcraft ideas runs directly from Trier to North 
Berwick and is marked as number 1 on the map. Another possible route, marked 
with number 2 on the map, went from Scotland to Vardø directly. However, 
there are also other possibilities, and this is why the dotted lines are drawn and 
the numbers 3, 4, and 5 have been inserted. One possible route, marked with 
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MAP 16.1 Map of a witchcraft triangle, with lines running between Trier in Germany, 
Copenhagen in Denmark, North Berwick in Scotland, and Vardø in 
Norway. © Liv Helene Willumsen. 

numbers 3 and 4 and the dotted lines connecting these, runs from Trier to 
Scotland via Copenhagen. Another runs from Trier to Vardø via Copenhagen as 
well, marked by the number 5 and the dotted line. All these possibilities will be 
discussed in what follows. 

The three places were chosen because, in those three locations with surround-
ings, the first demonological ideas appear in witchcraft records. In that sense, 
they were “pristine” areas. Even if demonological witchcraft trials later took 
place, the aim of this essay is to trace the first occurrence of these ideas in the 
regions mentioned and examine their spread between the trial locations in ques-
tion. In the Trier region, including the Prince-Abbey of St Maximin, severe 
witch-hunts strongly inf luenced by demonological ideas started around 1586.3 

In Scotland, the first demonological ideas appeared in the North Berwick trials 
of 1590–1591 and in Vardø likewise in 1620–1621. Hence, in three European 
regions located far from one another, the same demonological ideas appeared 
within an interval of around 10 years between Trier and North Berwick and an 
interval of around 30 years between North Berwick and Vardø. The connection 
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between these three areas is of great interest in understanding how the transmis-
sion of witchcraft ideas between these areas might have happened. By bridging 
South-Western Germany and North Europe, this essay contributes to a novel 
body of knowledge within the field of cultural exchanges related to demono-
logical ideas about witchcraft, adding to research presented in Demonology and 
Witch-Hunting in Early Modern Europe.4 

Methodology 

This essay will discuss how the circulation of demonological witchcraft ideas 
occurred in different levels of society, in written as well as oral form. I employ 
an interdisciplinary approach, combining transcultural and transnational his-
tory with close reading of court records from a linguistic and narratological lens. 
Macro- and micro-studies complement each other, shedding light on ideas’ paths 
of transference. Transcultural history deals with the transference of ideas, beliefs, 
and imaginations from one cultural area to another.5 This study concentrates on 
the intellectual production of demonological ideas. It highlights their appearance 
and route across Europe via printed books, diplomatic correspondence, and travel-
ling individuals.6 In addition, demonological ideas related to the prosecution of 
witches will be studied, with a focus on linguistic findings and narrative discourse. 

The essay’s objectives are fourfold: first, to explore how demonological ideas 
about witchcraft were transmitted via printed literature. Second, to examine the 
royal and diplomatic correspondence between the countries in question related 
to ideas about witchcraft. Third, to study the activities of travelling individuals 
who took part in the transmission of demonological ideas. Fourth, to study the 
first occurrence of demonological ideas in witchcraft trials in Trier, Copenhagen, 
Edinburgh with the North Berwick trials, and Vardø. The objectives represent 
a meeting point between an ideological level, a level representing the personal 
factor, and a level representing primary judiciary sources. 

With regard to the first objective: for a reading European audience, laws, 
sermon books, witchcraft pamphlets, witchcraft narratives in printed books, and 
witchcraft tracts and broadsheets were available. Pamphlets, tracts, and broad-
sheets managed to reach many ordinary people who could not read. They were 
read aloud, and thus spread in places were people gathered. The content of this 
type of printed material thus entered into a niche of society where further oral 
transference was easy. 

As for transfer of ideas from Trier to Copenhagen, the sources are scarce, 
while from Copenhagen to Scotland to Vardø, the sources are rich. Royal and 
diplomatic correspondence, the exchange of letters provides a glimpse of the 
mindset and ideas and knowledge of officials related to royal and state circles: 
royals, councillors, diplomats, and envoys. State papers, unprinted material at the 
time, played a vital role in the transmission of ideas. 

Finally, travelling individuals transferred or retold a f low of ideas. The per-
sonal factor, or nexus of articulation, plays an important role in transference. 



   

 

 

 

250 Liv Helene Willumsen 

Travellers might have been tradesmen, noblemen, other people belonging to the 
elite, vagabonds, soldiers, or pilgrims.7 Among other ways, the transmission of 
ideas happened with the help of people who moved from one place to another 
and could introduce ideas orally to the local communities they moved to. This 
directionality in transnational history is called histoire croisée.8 

The close reading of court records will document the first occurrence of 
demonological ideas in the selected locations. My methodological approach is 
based on Gérard Genette’s works on narrative discourse,9 looking at voices, lin-
guistic details, and the context of the trials.10 

The beginning: Witchcraft trials in Trier 

From 1585 until 1596, an intense wave of witchcraft persecution took place in 
the Trier region and the nearby territory of the Imperial Abbey of St Maximin, 
in which around 400 people were executed.11 A first trial occurred in St Maximin 
in 1572, before the massive wave of persecution started well over a decade later. 
Das Hexenregister des Claudius Musiel documents 306 names of executed individu-
als, of whom 275 hailed from St Maximin.12 

The confessions, stemming from the witch trials in St Maximin, included 
central demonological ideas. I have chosen for close reading the trial of Susanna 
Grethen Sundtgen from Fell because the records are rich and give access to cen-
tral demonological ideas. In 1588, she was imprisoned for witchcraft.13 She ini-
tially denied and was handed to the executioner for light torture. Afterwards, she 
confessed that the devil had come to her in the shape of the man she cohabited 
with without being married. He differed from her partner in his feet, hands, and 
Natur, and he was wearing black clothes. He promised her money if she would 
follow him, and since she was a weak woman, she believed in him and renounced 
God Almighty and God’s mother, as the devil had demanded, and then submit-
ted herself to him. Then, the devil with hairy hands scraped the Krisam, the 
baptism mark, off her forehead, and she had sexual intercourse with him. He 
gave her roses, which turned into dirt, and when she complained, he said that he 
had fooled many. He said that his name was Heβlic [the ugly one], and her name 
Rose. He came back to have his will with her. 

Susanna Grethen allegedly has been taken by the devil in the shape of a billy 
goat through the air, clinging to his hair, to a dance in Lonquicher Hagen. She 
sat on the left side of the billy goat and rode in the name of the devil. All those 
who came, turned to the left in the name of the devil. Many expensively dressed 
people from Trier had been present. A piper had played on a piece of wood. 
They had to give the piper a coin, and if they did not have one, they had to blow 
the piper in his rectum. They ate and drank from a silver cup, and the food was 
unsalted. The wine had come in a cask, and she did not know who filled it. 
Finally, they were content to destroy everything: wine, grain, fields, and other 
things. The richest had started, and the poorer followed, otherwise they would 
have been beaten. To perform evil deeds, they took the broom, dipped it in a 
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smearing vessel in the devil’s name, and made cold, fog, rain, and weather. The 
first time the devil met Susanna Grethen, he had given her a black unguent, 
which she was to use when she wanted to go to a dance or perform witchcraft. 
She had burned her smearing vessel the day before she got arrested, because she 
had been warned she would be arrested. 

She had ridden on a broom several times to Hetzerauer Heiden and Lonquicher 
Hagen; she smeared the broom with the black salve and sat on the left side. At the 
Fronfasten,14 the participants had to gather at the dancing place, and they were 
content when they destroyed everything. Sometimes they were successful, other 
times not. If they could not come to the dancing place, they had to give their 
consent to all evil deeds which were planned at the witches’ meeting. Susanna 
Grethen had tried her black salve on her cat, which died. The devil had forbidden 
her to go to church and to confess, and when she did this, he beat her with his 
hairy hands. She should not receive the Lord’s Supper, but if she was forced to 
do it, she should not eat it, only put it in her smearing vessel. She had done this 
twice. She also said that when she recited this prayer: “Soul of Christ, hallow me, 
Body of Christ, salve me”, the devil could not come to her for three days, and 
do nothing with her, and every time she prayed this prayer, she could receive the 
sacrament; otherwise, she could not. 

Once she had been angry with a man and had given him a drink so that he 
should die; however, she did not succeed because he was blessed. She had given 
the same drink to her own cow, which died. She had also fulfilled the wish of 
another woman and created the weather on Marx’s Day, when hail stones fell 
from heaven in the city of Trier. With her were three other women. Susanna 
Grethen had also given a woman permission to kill a horse; when those who first 
tried did not manage, they killed a pig instead. Last Lent at the dancing place 
they had been content to have destroyed wine, grain, and fields; everything that 
the poor had asked for. At Lörscher Heiden, a woman played for them on a long 
piece of wood. She had often given a woman permission to perform evil. Four 
years ago, she had given the same woman permission to create bad weather on 
St Laurentius Eve. 

Susanna Grethen Sundtgen was accused in a witchcraft panic, successive tri-
als during a concentrated period of time. She confessed after “light” torture 
and denounced 23 accomplices, who had been to witches’ dances. Further, 
she denounced all those from Lonquich and Kirsch who had been executed.15 

Susanna Grethen was sentenced to execution “by fire from life to death”. In 
1589, there was also a trial in the city of Trier against the former Stadtschultheiß 
Dr Dietrich Flade, who was executed.16 

This is a St Maximin version of the demonological narrative, which was 
widespread in Europe and contains central demonological ideas: the devil’s pact, 
witches’ sabbath, and collective performance of witchcraft. The narrative is 
spiced up with fascinating details, facilitating transference, and numerous peo-
ple were denounced. For example, Maria of Kirsch, who was denounced by 
Susanna Grethen, denounced 13 people.17 Georgen Engel of Lörsch denounced 
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68 people.18 Torture was considered necessary to force a witchcraft confession, 
according to the emperor Charles V’s law code Carolina.19 

Rita Voltmer provides the following factors as possible reasons for the panic 
in St Maximin: ongoing wars, a crisis scenario, existential distress, the impact 
of Counter-Reformation, the population’s willingness to persecute witches, 
and demonological ideas about people who had sworn allegiance to the devil.20 

Voltmer emphasizes the effect of torture.21 In St Maximin, there was also a 
conf lict about immediate superiority22 related to the witch-hunt. Wolfgang 
Behringer points to dramatic climate change and famine in the 1560s and 1570s, 
plagues in the 1580s and 1590s, and a huge fear that grabbed hold of the European 
population.23 

As early as the 1430s, during the Council of Basel, two scripts outlining the 
demonological witch emerged. One was the tract Errores gazariorum seu illorum 
qui scopam vel baculum equitare probantur, 1435, and the other Johann Nider’s work 
Formicarius, written in 1437 and published in Venice in 1475.24 A decade later, 
Heinrich Institoris’s Malleus Maleficarum, published in Speyer in 1486, became 
the demonological treatise par excellence. Voltmer and Behringer discuss the 
inf luential tract of Peter Binsfeld – the suffragan bishop of Trier – titled Tractatus 
de confessionibus maleficorum et sagarum, published in Latin in 1589, in two German 
translations in Trier in 1590, and twice in Munich in 1591/1592.25 Both empha-
size the spread of ideas through the media.26 In 1589, the first news about the 
Trier trials circulated via the Fugger handwritten newsletter and the journal of 
Austrian Michael Aitzinger in Cologne.27 Johannes Dillinger likewise underlines 
the effect of tracts and pamphlets. The notorious cases from the city of Trier and 
the St Maximin district, due to the huge numbers of executed persons, helped to 
establish a paradigm of a new type of persecution inf luencing Northern Europe.28 

In addition, trials from South-Western Germany, Switzerland and France, had an 
impact.29 Literature was also important, with Doctor Faustus published in 1587.30 

The circulating printed material also found its way to Denmark. 

From Trier to Copenhagen 

I would first like to have a look at the possible route of transference of demono-
logical ideas from Trier directly to Scotland, marked 1 on the map above. Such 
a route, which might have passed the Low Countries, the Spanish Netherlands, 
and the Dutch Republic,31 is interesting because Jean Bodin’s inf luential demon-
ology De la démonomanie des sorciers was published in Antwerp in 1586, after first 
having been published in Paris in 1580. By 1604, this work had been published 
ten times. However, demonological ideas never resulted in huge witchcraft pan-
ics in the Dutch Republic before 1590: there were three demonological trials 
in the port of Goedereede in 1585. Torture was used to force confessions.32 

Contrary to the Dutch Republic, Flanders and Brabant witnessed a large-scale 
witch-hunt after 1585.33 Hans de Waardt states that the persecution was mild in 
both the Dutch Republic and England. The line that divided intense from milder 
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witch-hunting was not located in the North Sea but in the Low Countries.34 

Therefore, the route marked 1, traversing the Dutch Republic to England and 
further to Scotland, is less likely. 

I find the route marked 2 and 3 on the map above – via Copenhagen – the most 
likely for the transference of demonological ideas between Trier and Scotland. 
This route went via Cologne and Antwerp before reaching Copenhagen. Rita 
Voltmer has several times pointed to a vital link between Trier and Copenhagen, 
namely a tract printed in Cologne in 1589 and translated from German into 
Dutch in 1589 (Figure 16.1).35 This tract lifts forth the huge numbers of executed 
persons in the Trier and St Maximin witchcraft trials, however also trials from 
other Western German areas are mentioned, although in smaller numbers.36 The 
content of the tract was known throughout Germany and Holland in 1589, and 
had probably reached Denmark by this year.37 The tract, En Forskreckelig Oc sand 
bescriffuelse om mange Troldfolck, was published in Copenhagen in 1591.38 Louise 
Kallestrup has brief ly discussed this tract in an article, pointing to its publication 
in the wake of witchcraft trials in Copenhagen in 1590–1591.39 I would like to 
advance this discussion by looking more closely at the content of the tract and the 
ideas about witchcraft that appeared in the 1590 Copenhagen trials. 

The main text of the tract consists of 11 printed pages, plus two title pages 
and one page of illustrations.40 It ends with an inscription of “Stumme Peder’s” 
(Dumb Peder’s) grave. He is known as the werewolf of Bedburg near Cologne. 
On the very first text page, Trier is mentioned in relation to execution of men 
and women for witchcraft in 1589 and 1590. On page 3, the confessions of 
witches are described: they have entered into a devil’s pact and renounced God 
and his dear son, and all saints in heaven. In a row of exemplas, central demono-
logical ideas are presented: the devil’s pact, witches’ sabbath with dance and 
sexual intercourse with demons, performance of collective witchcraft, destroy-
ing grain, wine, fruit, and fields. Objects used for witchcraft are dead (sic) bones, 
snakes, toads, unknown herbs, and witchcraft salve. 

Among other localities, both Trier and St Maximin are mentioned, and 
the number of executed emphasized. The favourable reader is told that, in the 
Kørførstedømme41 of ”Trier and Mosel” (sic), 27042 of this kind of people were 
burned. Among them was a doctor and lawyer who had been a wealthy man and 
one of the councillors of the Kørførsten of Trier. His name was Flade. The man 
had been imprisoned for six months, but when they proved that he was guilty 
of witchcraft, he excused himself and said that it was just Magia (in Danish): a 
black art that could not be considered witchcraft, thus he could not be punished 
for what he had used or done because it was natural and not idolatry. Therefore, 
he desired to be freed. But the judiciary maintained that he was a councillor for 
other witches, and therefore Flade was sentenced to be executed. 

In another village not far from the town of Trier, the document continues, 
they had burned heaps of such devilish people, both young and old, rich and 
poor, because they had performed a lot of evil and misery in a monastery called 
St Maximin on 1 May, so that they certainly destroyed both grain and wine, 
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FIGURE 16.1 Title page of the tract Troldfolck, published in Copenhagen 1591 © The 
Royal Danish Library, Copenhagen. Hielmst. 4153.4ᵒ (LN 40). 

which God would not allow, so he revealed it. An old woman, who picked and 
plucked all leaves that she could get, was found in a vineyard. She was arrested 
and asked why she did this, and she freely confessed that if she had succeeded, 
she would have made many a man sorry. She was sentenced and burned like the 
others. 
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The narrator of the tract stresses that it is time to pray to God Almighty both 
day and night, and that he would give the authorities the heart, courage, and 
mind to persecute, destroy, and kill such devilish persons, because it would be a 
pity if hell’s Satan could not be countered. And still, his evil company should not 
sadden pious people any more. 

Towards the end of the tract, the narrator mentions that a small script was 
sent out, in which the devil complains that hell will be too small for him, and 
therefore he has sent out messengers to get hold of workers to make it bigger. 
The narrator believes without doubt that he has shown that in the year 1589, and 
the following years, many witch devils and witches would come. It is wished 
that God makes it so that the Evil Spirit shall have no place among the people on 
earth, but is placed in hell’s abyss, where a place is prepared for him and all his 
companions from the beginning of the world. Amen, the tract ends. 

The narrator of the tract comes to the fore as an “I” who approaches the 
reader directly and believes that the devil is no longer in hell but runs around in 
the world, causing harm. The exemplas are told in the third person and have clear 
narrative structures. Voice is delegated to the participants. A timeline is estab-
lished, textual speed and frequency are exploited. Additive sentence structures 
predominate, and details – like dates and quarter days – are inserted. The narra-
tor reveals a distinct attitude towards what is told. Core demonological ideas are 
similar to what we heard in the confession of Susanna Grethen Sundtgen. 

The tract appeared in a tense period. For instance, in Schleswig-Holstein, 
the persecution of witches notably increased from 1580 onwards. Rolf Schulte 
has called this a Europe-wide pressure to persecute.43 Behringer mentions the 
“groβen Angst” haunting the European people.44 Because of the failure of the 
Danish king’s f leet to take Princess Anne to her groom in Scotland, the atmos-
phere in Denmark was heated in autumn 1589. When witchcraft trials began 
in Copenhagen in 1590, rumours about witchcraft had existed for half a year, 
which can be seen in diplomatic correspondence in which evil omens are men-
tioned time and again.45 In my opinion, the printing in Cologne in 1589 of the 
pamphlet containing news about the Trier, St Maximin and Western German 
witchcraft trials, fuelled the Copenhagen 1590 trials. 

We also find Danish printed material about witchcraft intended for learned 
persons, namely Niels Hemmingsen’s Formaning om at sky Trolddomskunsten, 
published in Latin and Danish in 1575/1576 and in German ten years later.46 

According to Hemmingsen’s teaching, witches were real, could cause rain and 
storms, and had a negative inf luence on male potency. He saw these evildoings as 
a result of an individual devil’s pact: a witch could not develop her own magical 
power but received it from the devil and was the devil’s servant. A person could 
not be a child of both God and the devil.47 Further, he believed that Satan could 
perform his deeds on earth through witches, and that women, due to their lesser 
ability to believe in God, were easily tempted by the devil. There is no doubt 
that Hemmingsen’s doctrine was founded on demonological grounds. However, 
he denied the witches’ sabbath as well as witches’ ability to f ly, thus following 
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Luther. In his interpretation, there was no hidden army of the devil’s accomplices 
on earth. Hemmingsen advocated for the death sentence for all witches, using 
the Old Testament citation – a witch should not be allowed to live.48 The treatise 
was inf luential for decades, as Hemmingsen was Professor of Theology at the 
University of Copenhagen from 1553 until 1579, when he was dismissed due to 
diverging theological views, among others on the Lord’s Supper. 

The many paths of ideas are summarized by Rita Voltmer: 

Sermons, catechisms, chronicles, travelogues, private and official letters, 
missionary reports, and many kinds of scientific and literary texts con-
tributed to the circulation of knowledge. Finally, learned, popular, and 
mixed concepts about the witches’ crimes were transmitted through spo-
ken word, personal contexts, and travelers.49 

An interesting example of oral spread is Jens Chr. V. Johansen’s study on the 
motif of beating a glass drum with two fox tails, originally confessed to in Ribe 
witchcraft trials. The motif travelled from Barntrup in Germany to Ribe in 
Denmark, no less than 468 kilometres.50 Several possible transmitters are sug-
gested: merchants, soldiers, oxen drovers, and children. 

The witchcraft trials in Copenhagen started in April 1590 with Ane Koldings. 
Eight women were denounced in confessions. The court records or content of 
the confessions of five trials are preserved.51 Because the court records were 
archived in the wrong place, they have not been accessible for some time, but I 
rediscovered them in 2016.52 The accused confess to gathering on Michaelmas in 
1589, raising a storm against the Danish royal f leet in the North Sea to prevent 
Princess Anne from reaching Scotland, and use of personal demons, Apostles, 
who were sent out to the ships in beer barrels.53 Maren Mads Bryggers confessed 
to having conferred with the other women “in counsel and deed” at Karen 
Vævers’s house. Asked what art they intended to perform with the aid of some 
clay vessels, she responded that she believed they were to bewitch the ships to 
make sure they would never reach Scotland. As torture was possibly used, Maren 
confessed that Anne Jespers, Kirsten Söndags, Ane Koldings, Karen Vævers, and 
herself had gathered in Karen Vævers’s house. There were clay vessels on the 
table, and they did not want the ships to reach Scotland on the first attempt. She 
swore to this on her soul and salvation. 

Several demonological ideas present themselves in the Copenhagen trials: 
demonic helpers, witches’ gatherings, and collective witchcraft. The demonic 
helpers, also known from other countries,54 were given to the woman who 
entered into the devil’s pact, so they are a sign of such a pact. Witches’ gather-
ings and the performance of collective witchcraft are ideas that were also heard 
in the confession of Susanna Grethen Sundtgen. The emphasis on the demonic 
in Copenhagen trials is distinct, but inf luenced by the Danish context. I argue 
that the witchcraft trials in the city of Trier and in the district of St Maximin in 
the late 1580s impacted the Copenhagen trials, not only because demonological 
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ideas were activated, but also because of the intensity of the Trier trials, which 
was inf luential around 1590. 

From Copenhagen to North Berwick 

The transference of demonological ideas from Denmark to Scotland is repre-
sented by line 4 on the map above. Two calamities were used as evidence that 
witchcraft was performed in a joint project of witches in Denmark and Scotland: 
a ferry accident in Scotland and the failure of the Danish f leet. Between autumn 
1589 and summer 1590, royal and diplomatic correspondence between Denmark, 
Scotland, and England repeatedly mentioned witchcraft. There was a feeling of 
fear and anxiety that something evil was at work. Moreover, a number of travel-
ling messengers helped transmit these ideas.55 

One important person who was also a traveller, was King James VI. After a 
wedding ceremony in Oslo in November 1589, he stayed in Denmark for the 
winter, leaving for Scotland in April 1590 with knowledge about the ongoing 
Copenhagen trials. In Denmark, he had met Niels Hemmingsen and the astrono-
mist Tycho Brahe. Hemmingsen’s book on witchcraft had impressed James when 
he was a boy.56 However, the only topic known from their conversation was the 
doctrine of predestination.57 The king was very impressed by Tycho Brahe and 
wrote a poem of praise for him.58 

Historians of Scottish witchcraft have studied printed literature on demonol-
ogy in Scotland before 1590. Christina Larner (née Ross) addresses the theologi-
cal background in her PhD thesis.59 She mentions awareness of demonological 
ideas in the early 1500s: John Major being conscious of demonological beliefs in 
1521, Boece’s history book with a translation by John Bellenden in 1527/1536, 
appendices to Pinkerton’s History of Scotland dated 1540, and a catechism by John 
Hamilton, Archbishop of St Andrews, in 1552.60 Julian Goodare argues that John 
Knox, the leader of the Reformation in Scotland 1560, was aware of the demonic 
pact.61 Goodare also states that in Aberdeen in the 1530s, William Hay provided 
a generally competent overview of demonological witchcraft, probably drawing 
on either Malleus Maleficarum or other Malleus-inf luenced works.62 A few years 
after the North Berwick trials, the Preface to James VI’s Daemonologie from 1597 
mentions demonologists like Jean Bodin, Hyperius, and Niels Hemmingsen, but 
also sceptics like Cornelius Agrippa and Wierus.63 Scotland was well aware of 
Continental ideas. 

The North Berwick trials, named after an alleged witches’ convention, was 
held in Edinburgh in 1590–1591, starting with the pre-trial interrogations of 
Agnes Sampson and Geillis Duncan. These records show that the first question 
they were asked was about the cooperation between Danish and Scottish witches 
“in the middle of the firth.”64 This is a continuation of the narrative that emerged 
in the confessions of Danish witches during the Copenhagen trials in summer 
1590, with the addition that Scottish witches participated. King James VI, who 
knew the Danish trials, was an interrogator during the North Berwick trials, and 
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weather magic is initially emphasized. Thus, the king himself was an important 
travelling individual bringing demonological ideas from Denmark to Scotland. 

With regard to the court records of the North Berwick trials, the confessions 
display a Scottish version of the demonological narrative. After torture, Agnes 
Sampson confesses to renouncing her baptism, entering into the devil’s pact, 
dancing in the graveyard, digging up bones from the graveyard, and attending 
a gathering inside the North Berwick kirk with the devil on the pulpit.65 These 
ideas had never been heard in Scottish witchcraft trials before. During the trial 
of Agnes Sampson, “the Wise Wife of Keith” was turned into an evil witch, 
with the monarch of Scotland interrogating her and inserting leading questions. 
Demonological ideas f lourished and got a new wrapping. The Scottish confes-
sions contained numerous details describing the Evil One and his power, the 
ritual of entering the devil’s pact – including the Scottish devilish promise “You 
shall never want” – sexual intercourse with the devil, and several witches’ gath-
erings with collective evil deeds performed. The mentioning of Michaelmas and 
quarter days strengthens the narrative’s connection not only to the Danish f leet 
crossing the North Sea, but also to Trier. Furthermore, political implications 
were part of these trials and were interwoven with ideas from demonology, tra-
ditional witchcraft, and healing, forming a complex discourse. 

News of the North Berwick trials quickly spread. The pamphlet Newes 
from Scotland, with information about the North Berwick trials, was published 
London in 1591. In the surroundings of North Berwick, people learned about 
dark happenings in their neighbourhood through oral transference. In the rest 
of Scotland, people learned about the danger of the devil’s snares. However, cul-
tural exchanges also took place outside Scotland’s borders. 

From Scotland to Finnmark 

The personal factor is of utmost importance when it comes to the transference 
of demonological ideas from Scotland to Vardø in Finnmark, marked with 2 on 
the map. Together with Arne Kruse, I have studied this transference through a 
close reading of Scottish and Finnmark court records.66 The ideas travelled with 
a Scottish person. 

John Cunningham from Crail in Fife, not far from North Berwick, must 
have heard about these trials as a young man. Born c. 1575, he was 15 years old 
when the North Berwick trials started.67 The young Cunningham knew King 
James VI, who wrote a letter of recommendation for him when he entered into 
the service of Danish-Norwegian king Christian IV in 1603. He was employed 
as a naval captain and captained one of the Danish ships on an expedition to 
Greenland in 1605. Cunningham was installed as district governor in Finnmark, 
Vardøhus district, in 1619.68 The following year, demonological ideas were heard 
in a Finnmark witchcraft panic for the first time. Individual witchcraft trials had 
already started. The period of witch-hunt in Finnmark was 1600–1692, and 91 
persons were executed, whereof 84 per cent were women.69 Demonological ideas 
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were incorporated in the legal definition of witches by a royal decree issued in 
1617, wherein the “true” witches were defined as those who had attached them-
selves to the devil or who consorted with him.70 This might have inf luenced 
the Finnmark trials. However, demonological ideas had not been activated in 
Finnmark trials prior to Cunningham entering office. He took part in the inter-
rogation of suspected witches, and the first woman sentenced to death was Karen 
Edisdatter in 1620. She was the first accused in a panic that lasted from 1620 to 
1621, in which 12 women received death sentences.71 Karen denounced sev-
eral other women. Demonological ideas appeared in the High North of Europe, 
echoing the confessions of Susanna Grethen Sundtgen and Agnes Sampson: 
renouncing the baptism, the devil’s pact, the devil’s mark, witches’ gatherings, 
and collective witchcraft, including the raising of storms and casting spells on 
humans and animals. The ideas of shape-shifting, witches’ f light, and a personal 
demon are found in the Finnmark confessions. Not present, however, is the idea 
of sexual intercourse with the devil. 

Cunningham knew about demonological ideas from Scotland. He also knew 
the Scottish as well as the Danish language. His role in the transference of 
ideas can be linked to the translation of particular words and expressions dur-
ing courtroom interrogation, linguistic markers that can be associated with the 
ideology of the demonologists. Cognate words found in the source material on 
both sides of the North Sea offer direct evidence for the transmission of cer-
tain ideas linked to them. Direct oral transmission traces back to two people, 
namely the king of Scotland and the “king” of Vardøhus. John Cunningham’s 
Scandinavianized name rendered in the sources is a play on the word “king”: 
“Hans König, Hans Køningh, and Hans Køning”.72 The accusations during 
the 1620–1621 panic had to do with a storm on Christmas Eve in 1617, when 
10 boats were shipwrecked and 40 men from the local villages drowned. The 
demonological ideas, shared by both “kings,” provided a new and learned 
explanation for the shipwreck tragedy. 

Two linguistic findings link the North Berwick and Finnmark trials. One is 
the naval term “admerall and maister man” in the Scottish sources, and “mester och 
Admiral” in the Finnmark sources.73 The same phrase is applied in the same legal 
context: the nouns are utilized in a very similar set phrase where only the word 
order differs, and in both cases the phrase is employed as a metaphor about a 
woman in charge of a group of witches casting storm over ships at sea.74 

The other term is “Ballvollen,” which means a place where ballgames were 
played. This word is found in court records linked to witches’ gatherings in both 
Finnmark and Scotland. In the Finnmark sources, Ballvollen refers to a field near 
Vardø. In Scotland, the word “Ball-Ley” is documented in the trial of Barbara 
Bowndie, and refers to witches meeting at a field where ball was played.75 It is 
likely that Cunningham, who knew the word from his Scottish background, 
introduced “Ballvollen” to the Finnmark courtroom during the interrogation 
of Kirsten Sørensdatter, 1621, who confessed to the devil’s pact and witches’ 
gathering after having been threatened with torture and also having undergone 
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the water ordeal. Cunningham asked Kirsten Sørensdatter whether she had met 
other women at “Ballvollen,” translating a word he was acquainted with. For the 
district governor of Vardøhus, it would have been natural to use his knowledge 
about where a meeting between witches could take place. 

The examples point to the importance of mental baggage for both “kings” 
who interrogated suspects during witchcraft trials in Scotland and Finnmark. 
Due to this baggage, a region far away from the Continent and the British 
Isles may contribute to the understanding of early modern European cultural 
transference. 

Conclusion 

This essay has followed the route of the transference of demonological ideas from 
South-Western Germany via Denmark and Scotland to Vardø in Finnmark. I 
argue that information about the intense witchcraft trials taking place in the 
region of Trier and St Maximin in the last half of the 1580s and demonological 
ideas in these trials rapidly spread to Northern Europe and created an atmosphere 
conductive to initiating and intensifying witchcraft trials. Demonological ideas 
from South-Western Germany are echoed in witchcraft trials from Copenhagen, 
Edinburgh, and Vardø in Finnmark . 

The essay has shown that demonological ideas travel in various ways: by 
printed material, travelling people, diplomatic and royal correspondence, and 
ideas appearing in witchcraft trials. Through a methodological focus on transcul-
tural history and a close reading of court records, this essay has given evidence 
for the speedy transference of demonological ideas from country to country. The 
essay has also pointed to linguistic elements in court records that support the 
transference of ideas. 

The essay has shown German, Danish, Scottish, and Finnmark versions of the 
demonological narrative. On the one hand, the essay promotes a strong argu-
ment for the role played by individuals when it comes to cultural transference 
within transcultural history. The study of the transmission process between 
countries shows that travellers carry ideas that play an important role in their 
activities when they enter a new place. When a man in a position of power enters 
a new office, his ideas have great impact, as we have seen in the case of John 
Cunningham. When a man with power introduces demonology in witchcraft 
trials and brings in leading questions during interrogation, this has an impact. 
On the other hand, cultural exchange happens in multiple other ways, written 
and oral, and we hear them in the confessions, told and retold in local communi-
ties. Trials are started and ideas are introduced by individuals within the judici-
ary. These ideas must be repeated in the local community’s oral realm in order to 
be retold as enforced narratives in confessions in new witchcraft trials. 

The path of demonological ideas, from South-Western Germany via 
Copenhagen and Scotland to Finnmark, is amazing because it shows how 
quickly ideas can travel far and wide. They are spread by people who travel with 
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ideas as part of their personal baggage. They are spread by books and letters. 
And they are spread by uncountable retellings, crossing cultural and national 
boundaries. 
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