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​The Werewolf of Bedburg: Peter Stumpp and the Making of a Monster
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In October 1589, Peter Stumpp, a wealthy German farmer, was publicly executed with extraordinary cruelty after confessing under torture to being a werewolf who had murdered eighteen people over twenty-five years. This book examines how judicial terror, religious propaganda, and the emerging technology of print combined to transform a likely victim of persecution into history's most infamous werewolf. Through careful source criticism, the author reveals how torture produced false confessions, how Catholic authorities weaponized the case against Protestant heresy, and how commercial printers circulated sensationalized accounts that overwhelmed contemporary skepticism. Tracing the story's evolution from historical event to enduring folklore, the book demonstrates how power operates through spectacular violence and narrative control. The case illuminates the dangerous convergence of ideological certainty, judicial authority, and mass communication—a combination that enabled systematic persecution in the sixteenth century and that remains threatening today. By understanding how the Werewolf of Bedburg was constructed and why the story continues to fascinate modern audiences, readers gain critical tools for recognizing propaganda, questioning official narratives, and resisting the collective impulses that transform people into monsters deserving of destruction.
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​Chapter One: October 31, 1589 — A Public Execution
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The morning mist had not yet lifted from the Rhine when the first spectators began their journey toward the execution ground outside Cologne. It was the final day of October, a date that would later carry different associations in different centuries, but on this particular Thursday in 1589, it marked the culmination of a judicial spectacle that had gripped the Electorate of Cologne for weeks. The air carried the damp chill typical of autumn in the Rhineland, and as families emerged from their homes in the pre-dawn darkness, they wrapped themselves in woolen cloaks and began the walk or cart ride that would bring them to witness something they would speak of for the rest of their lives.

Word had spread rapidly through the towns and villages surrounding Bedburg. The prisoner to be executed was no ordinary criminal. Peter Stumpp, the wealthy farmer whose name had become synonymous with unspeakable horror, would face the wheel today. The charges against him transcended mere murder, though murder there certainly was, and in quantities that strained belief. Stumpp stood accused of making a pact with the Devil himself, of transforming into a ravening wolf through diabolical magic, and of spending twenty-five years stalking the countryside to kill and devour his victims. Eighteen souls, the prosecutors claimed, including two unborn children ripped from their mothers' wombs. Including his own son, a boy he had loved dearly until the moment he led him into the forest and tore him apart with lupine jaws.

The execution ground itself lay in an open field that served the dual purpose of providing space for large gatherings and ensuring maximum visibility for the pedagogical theater that judicial authorities staged there. Unlike executions hidden away in prison courtyards or conducted with merciful swiftness, this death was designed to be seen, to be remembered, and to instruct. The ground had been prepared days in advance. At the center of the space stood the instrument of execution, the great wooden wheel that would give this form of death its name. The wheel had been mounted horizontally on a sturdy post, creating a platform upon which the condemned man's body would be broken methodically, bone by bone, until death finally arrived as a mercy rather than a punishment.

Around this central apparatus, workers had arranged the other necessary equipment for the day's grim work. There was the brazier where iron pinchers were already heating over coals that had been lit before dawn, the metal gradually turning from gray to a dull, threatening red. There was the headsman's block, positioned where it could be easily reached when the time came for decapitation. And perhaps most ominously, there was the great pile of wood and kindling that had been constructed to receive the bodies when the breaking was done, the pyre that would reduce flesh and bone to ash and send the corrupted souls heavenward in columns of black smoke.

As the sun rose higher, the crowd swelled. Public executions in the sixteenth century served multiple functions simultaneously, and the composition of the crowd reflected this complexity. There were the pious, who came because the church had made clear that witnessing the punishment of sinners was a religious duty, a way of affirming one's own commitment to righteousness by observing the fate of those who strayed. There were the curious, who came because humans have always been drawn to spectacles of violence and transgression, because the opportunity to see something extraordinary outweighed any squeamishness about the methods employed. There were the fearful, who came because they needed to see with their own eyes that the monster who had terrorized their region was truly being destroyed, that the wolf-man would stalk their forests no more.

And there were those who came for reasons they might not have been able to articulate clearly even to themselves. In an age of profound religious anxiety, when the Protestant Reformation had shattered the unity of Christendom and the Wars of Religion were fragmenting communities along sectarian lines, public executions offered a kind of terrible reassurance. They demonstrated that authority still functioned, that there were still absolute boundaries between acceptable and unacceptable behavior, that the social order could identify threats and eliminate them with decisive violence. In a world that seemed increasingly chaotic and uncertain, the execution ground was paradoxically a place where things made sense again, where evil was punished and good was vindicated through the suffering of the wicked.

The crowd was not silent as it gathered. Conversations rippled through the assembly, neighbors sharing what they had heard about the prisoner, parents warning children about what they were about to witness while simultaneously ensuring those children were positioned where they could see clearly. Street vendors moved through the crowd selling bread, sausages, and beer, treating the execution as they would any other public gathering that drew hundreds or thousands of people to a single location. The atmosphere was not somber in the way a modern observer might expect. There was anticipation, excitement even, mixed with the dread. This was one of the few forms of public entertainment available to common people in the sixteenth century, and the fact that it served a judicial and moral purpose did not diminish its function as spectacle.

When Peter Stumpp was finally brought forth from his imprisonment, a murmur ran through the crowd that built quickly into shouts and jeers. This was the moment when the abstract horror of the accusations became concrete, when the demon of rumor took on flesh and bone. What the spectators saw was perhaps unexpected. Stumpp was not a bestial figure, not visibly monstrous in appearance. He was a man in late middle age, somewhere near sixty years old if the estimates of his birth year were accurate. His left hand was missing, leaving only the stump that may have given him his surname, a detail that the prosecutors had seized upon as irrefutable proof of his guilt. When the werewolf's forepaw had been severed during a hunt, they argued, the man had been left with the corresponding injury. The logic was circular, retrospective, the kind of reasoning that begins with the conclusion and works backward to arrange the evidence, but it was persuasive to minds steeped in beliefs about sympathetic magic and divine revelation through signs and portents.

Stumpp's clothing was torn and dirty from his weeks of imprisonment. His face bore the marks of the torture that had extracted his confession, the prolonged pain that had broken his resistance and led him to speak the words the court required. Under the judicial procedures of the Holy Roman Empire, confession was the queen of proofs, the gold standard of evidence that made conviction certain and punishment inevitable. But confession alone was not sufficient in cases involving diabolical intervention. The torture served multiple purposes. It demonstrated the seriousness with which the authorities approached spiritual crimes. It recreated in miniature the suffering that awaited sinners in Hell, giving the accused a preview of eternal torment. And it produced the detailed, lurid narratives that would later appear in the pamphlets and broadsides, the stories of magical girdles and succubi and cannibalistic feasts that made the case memorable and marketable to the reading public across Europe.

As Stumpp was led toward the wheel, two other prisoners were brought forward as well. His daughter, Beele, called Sybil in some accounts, a woman past fifteen years of age. And his mistress, whose name the records have not preserved with any consistency, rendering her anonymous in death as perhaps she had been in life. These women had been condemned alongside Stumpp, accused of complicity in his crimes and, more damningly, of participating in the incestuous relationships that represented the complete moral dissolution of the family unit. The decision to execute all three together was deliberate and symbolically important. It demonstrated that diabolical corruption spread through bloodlines and intimate connections, that it contaminated everyone it touched, and that rooting it out required the destruction of the entire infected network of relationships.

The execution began with Peter Stumpp. The sequence of torments had been carefully planned to create a mirror punishment, a death that would reflect back upon the prisoner the nature and severity of his crimes. The executioners, who were skilled craftsmen in their grim profession, approached their work with the same attention to technique that any artisan would bring to an important commission. Stumpp was first bound to the cart wheel, his limbs extended and secured so that he could not thrash or protect himself from what was coming. The crowd pressed forward, those at the front straining to see every detail, those at the back standing on carts or hoisting children onto shoulders to get a better view.

The hot pinchers came first. The executioners had retrieved them from the brazier where they had been heating throughout the morning, the iron now glowing with stored heat. These tools, resembling large tongs with serrated or pointed ends, were designed to grip flesh firmly and tear it away from the body in strips. The process was called flaying when it involved removing skin systematically, though in Stumpp's case the pinchers were used more to torment than to completely denude him. The purpose was to inflict maximum pain while keeping the prisoner conscious and aware of his suffering. Each application of the heated metal to flesh produced a sizzling sound that carried across the execution ground, followed by screams that no amount of preparation or resolve could completely suppress.

The theological justification for such extreme cruelty rested on several interconnected beliefs. First, there was the conviction that the body and soul were intimately connected, and that purifying the soul required punishing the body that had housed and enabled sin. Second, there was the pedagogical imperative, the belief that witnessing extreme suffering would deter others from similar crimes by making the consequences viscerally real and terrifyingly immediate. Third, there was the notion of proportional justice, the idea that the severity of punishment should match the severity of the crime, and that monstrous deeds required monstrous penalties. And finally, there was the element of spectacle as social bonding, the way that collective witnessing of transgression and punishment reinforced community identity and shared values.

After the flaying with hot pinchers came the breaking proper. The executioner took up a heavy axe, but rather than using the blade, he reversed it to employ the blunt poll as a hammer. This was the signature technique of death by breaking, the systematic destruction of the prisoner's limbs through repeated, carefully aimed blows. The executioner began with Stumpp's arms, striking each major bone in succession. The radius and ulna of the forearms. The humerus of the upper arms. Each blow produced a distinctive crack that was audible even at a distance, the sound of bone shattering under controlled violence. Between blows, the executioner paused, allowing the prisoner to experience the full reality of each broken bone before proceeding to the next.

The breaking of the legs followed the same methodical pattern. The fibula and tibia of the lower legs. The femur of the thighs, which required stronger blows to fracture given its size and strength. The effect was to transform the prisoner's body from an integrated, functional organism into a collection of disconnected, useless parts. The broken limbs were then woven through the spokes of the wheel, displaying the shattered body in a grotesque parody of crucifixion. In some versions of execution by breaking, prisoners were left on the wheel to die slowly from shock, internal bleeding, and exposure, a process that could take hours or even days. But in Stumpp's case, the authorities had planned a different conclusion.

When the breaking was complete, when Stumpp's body had been sufficiently destroyed to satisfy the requirements of mirror punishment, the executioner finally granted mercy through the headsman's blade. The decapitation was swift, practiced, a single stroke that separated head from body and brought an end to consciousness and suffering. This final act was portrayed as a demonstration of Christian charity, proof that even in executing the most heinous criminals, the authorities remained guided by principles of mercy and restraint. The fact that this mercy came only after prolonged torture and systematic mutilation was not considered contradictory. In the moral logic of the sixteenth century, justice required the suffering, but compassion limited its duration.

The two women, Beele and the unnamed mistress, were spared the full horror of the breaking wheel, though not from death itself. They were strangled, a method considered more appropriate for female prisoners and those whose crimes were derivative rather than primary. The strangling was accomplished with a garrote or cord, applied until consciousness fled and breathing stopped. Their bodies were then prepared for the fire alongside Stumpp's broken corpse and severed head.

The pyre had been constructed with expertise, layers of wood arranged to ensure it would burn hot and long enough to completely consume the bodies placed upon it. Fire served multiple purposes in early modern executions. It was purifying, believed to cleanse the corruption of sin and prevent the dead from returning to trouble the living. It was transformative, reducing solid matter to ash and smoke that rose toward heaven, symbolically sending the soul to face divine judgment. And it was obliterating, ensuring that no physical remains could become objects of veneration or horror, that the executed criminals would leave behind no relics or traces beyond memory and cautionary tale.

As the flames rose and the bodies began to burn, the smoke carried with it the distinctive, sickening smell of burning human flesh, an odor that spectators would carry in their nostrils and memory for days afterward. The fire burned for hours, tended by workers who added fuel as needed and used long poles to ensure the bodies were fully consumed. Throughout this time, the crowd remained, watching the fire do its work, discussing what they had witnessed, processing the spectacle through conversation and shared experience.

But the authorities had planned one final element to ensure the execution's pedagogical impact would endure beyond the day itself. Before Stumpp's head was added to the pyre, it was preserved for public display. A tall pole was erected at or near the execution site, fitted at its top with the wheel that had been used in his breaking. Attached to this wheel was a carved wooden figure of a wolf, painted and detailed to be recognizable even at a distance. And mounted at the very apex of this construction, displayed so it could be seen from all directions, was Peter Stumpp's severed head.

This monument served as a permanent warning to anyone who passed by. It conflated the man with the beast, presenting Stumpp not as a human who had committed crimes but as an inherently monstrous being, a werewolf in truth rather than merely in accusation. The visual message was clear and unambiguous. This is what happens to those who make pacts with the Devil. This is the fate of those who transgress the boundaries of acceptable behavior so completely that they cease to be recognizably human. This is what the authorities will do to protect the community from supernatural evil.

The pole and its grisly decoration would remain standing for months or even years, slowly weathering in the elements, the flesh of the severed head gradually desiccating and then decomposing, until eventually only bone remained. Throughout this long process of decay, travelers on the road would see it, children playing in nearby fields would see it, workers in surrounding farms would see it. The execution did not end on October thirty-first. It continued through the persistence of this monument, repeatedly reinforcing the lessons the authorities intended to teach.

As the sun set on that final day of October in fifteen eighty-nine, the crowd gradually dispersed, walking or riding back to their homes in Bedburg, Cologne, and the surrounding villages. They carried with them stories that would be told and retold, details that would be shared with those who had not attended, impressions and reactions that would be processed through conversations in homes and taverns. The execution had achieved its immediate purpose of eliminating Peter Stumpp and his condemned family members from the community of the living. But its larger purpose, the purpose of spectacle and pedagogy, was only beginning.

Within days, printed accounts of the execution would begin circulating. Artists and printers in Cologne, Nuremberg, and Augsburg would produce illustrated broadsides showing the execution scene, complete with images of the wheel, the wolf, and the various stages of Stumpp's torture and death. These single-sheet prints would be sold cheaply, accessible to anyone who could afford a few coins, designed to be posted in public spaces or brought into homes where the literate could read the accompanying text aloud to family and neighbors. The visual nature of the broadsides meant that even the illiterate could understand the basic narrative, could see the monster being destroyed and the triumph of righteous authority.

The following year, in fifteen ninety, the most influential account would appear, not in Germany but in London. George Bores would publish his sixteen-page pamphlet, titled with the breathless specificity typical of the era, "A True Discourse Declaring the Damnable Life and Death of one Stubbe Peeter, a Most Wicked Sorcerer, who in the likeness of a Woolfe, committed many murders, continuing this devilish practice twenty-five years, killing and devouring Men, Women, and Children." This extended narrative, translated and likely embellished from lost German sources, would take the basic facts of the execution and weave them into a rich, detailed story of demonic pacts, sexual perversion, insatiable hunger, and ultimate divine justice.

But on this particular evening, as darkness fell over the execution ground and the pyre burned down to embers, those larger implications remained in the future. What existed in the present was the memory of what had been witnessed, the physical and emotional exhaustion of having stood for hours watching systematic violence, and the complex mixture of satisfaction, horror, and relief that characterized the spectators' response to such events. They had seen justice done, or what their age understood as justice. They had seen evil punished in proportion to its enormity. They had seen the social order reassert itself through the body of one man destroyed to protect the many.

The execution of Peter Stumpp was, in the end, exactly what the authorities who ordered it intended it to be. It was a demonstration of power, a warning against transgression, a reassertion of moral boundaries, and a carefully constructed piece of political and religious propaganda. It was designed to be memorable, to be spectacular, to be talked about and written about and illustrated. It was meant to teach lessons about obedience, about the dangers of heresy, about the reality of diabolical evil, and about the willingness of Catholic authority to use whatever force was necessary to maintain control in a region contested by Protestant reform.

Whether Peter Stumpp was actually guilty of the crimes to which he confessed under torture, whether he truly believed himself capable of transforming into a wolf, whether the deaths attributed to him were the work of a single man or the accumulated tragedies of a dangerous region conflated for judicial purposes—these questions were not the point of the execution. The point was the spectacle itself, the transformation of a man into a symbol, the use of violence to communicate meaning, and the harnessing of the new technology of print to ensure that this communication reached the widest possible audience.

As the last spectators left the execution ground and the guards settled in for the night watch over the smoldering remains of the pyre, October gave way to November, and the Werewolf of Bedburg passed from living reality into historical legend. The pole with its wolf figure and severed head stood silhouetted against the night sky, a monument to judicial terror and the power of authority to define the boundary between the human and the monstrous, to decide who deserved to live within the protection of law and who must be expelled through violence into the realm of cautionary tale and collective nightmare.
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​Chapter Two: The Confessions of Peter Stumpp
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The story that Peter Stumpp told under torture in the autumn of 1589 was, by any measure, extraordinary. It was a narrative that spanned a quarter century, encompassing crimes so numerous and so horrific that they seemed to exceed the capacity of a single human lifetime. Yet this was precisely the story that emerged from the interrogation chambers of the Electorate of Cologne, a story that would be recorded, printed, and circulated across Europe as definitive proof of the Devil's work in the world. To understand how this narrative came to exist, we must trace it from its alleged beginning to its documented end, while remaining attentive to the circumstances under which these confessions were produced and the purposes they were designed to serve.

The chronology of evil, as Stumpp confessed it, began not with an act of violence but with an act of spiritual rebellion. According to the testimony extracted from him, his criminal career commenced around the year 1564, when he would have been in his early thirties, already established as a farmer of some means in the countryside near Bedburg. The confession described a moment of profound choice, a deliberate turning away from Christian salvation toward diabolical damnation. Stumpp claimed that the Devil himself appeared to him during this period, though the specific circumstances of this initial encounter remain vague in the surviving accounts. What is clear from the confession is that this was no accidental stumbling into sin, no gradual erosion of moral resolve, but rather a conscious pact, a formal agreement between a man and the Prince of Darkness.

The structure of this pact followed established patterns found in other witchcraft and lycanthropy trials of the period. Stumpp confessed that he pledged his soul to the Devil in exchange for worldly powers and pleasures during his mortal lifetime. This was the fundamental transaction that undergirded all subsequent crimes, the original sin that made everything else possible. The theological implications of such a pact were profound in the context of sixteenth-century Christianity. By voluntarily placing himself under Satan's authority, Stumpp had removed himself from the possibility of divine grace, had positioned himself in active opposition to God, and had become an agent of infernal will operating within the Christian community. The pact transformed him from a neighbor into an enemy, from a member of society into a threat that must be identified and eliminated.

But the confession did not stop with this abstract spiritual betrayal. It provided specific, material details about the mechanisms through which diabolical power operated in the physical world. Stumpp claimed that the Devil, having secured his soul, provided him with an instrument of transformation. This took the form of a magical girdle or belt, an object imbued with supernatural properties that would allow him to transcend the boundaries of human form. When Stumpp wore this girdle, he confessed, his body would be transformed into the likeness of a wolf. Not a natural wolf, perhaps, but something that resembled one closely enough to deceive any observer, something that possessed the strength, speed, and predatory instincts of a lupine hunter while retaining the cunning and malevolence of human intelligence.

This detail of the magical girdle is worth pausing over, for it reveals much about the conceptual framework within which lycanthropy was understood in early modern Europe. The girdle served as a material link between the spiritual realm and the physical world, a concrete object that made abstract diabolical power tangible and operational. Its function was transformative but also reversible—Stumpp could become a wolf by donning the girdle and return to human form by removing it. This reversibility was crucial to the legal and theological logic of lycanthropy prosecutions. If the transformation had been permanent, if Stumpp had become a wolf irreversibly, then he could not be held accountable as a man. But the girdle allowed him to move between states, to be wolf when it suited his purposes and man when he needed to maintain his cover within human society. This made him doubly dangerous and doubly culpable, a monster who could hide in plain sight.

The confession also included another element drawn from the standard repertoire of witchcraft accusations. Stumpp admitted that the Devil had sent him a succubus, a female demon who appeared in human form and served as his sexual partner. The inclusion of this detail served multiple functions in the narrative economy of the confession. It demonstrated that Stumpp's relationship with the Devil was not merely transactional but intimate, that his corruption extended to the most private and fundamental aspects of human experience. It also provided an explanation for the extraordinary sexual vigor attributed to him throughout his criminal career, suggesting that demonic assistance enabled appetites and capacities beyond normal human limits. The succubus was both companion and enabler, a figure who represented the complete inversion of proper Christian marriage and the total surrender to lust that characterized diabolical seduction.

Armed with these gifts from the Devil—the transformative girdle and the demonic consort—Stumpp began, according to his confession, a career of predation that would span twenty-five years and claim eighteen lives. The narrative structure of these crimes as presented in the pamphlet accounts is worth examining carefully, for it reveals how the confession was shaped to maximize horror and moral instruction rather than to provide precise historical documentation.

The killings, as Stumpp described them, followed certain patterns that aligned with contemporary understandings of werewolf behavior. He claimed that when the hunger came upon him—and this hunger was described as overwhelming, irresistible, a compulsion that transcended ordinary human appetite—he would retreat to a secluded location, don the magical girdle, and undergo the transformation into wolf form. In this altered state, he would hunt across the countryside, seeking victims who were vulnerable and isolated. The transformation was not portrayed as a loss of human consciousness but rather as an enhancement of predatory capability. Stumpp remained himself, remained aware and intentional in his actions, but gained the physical advantages of the wolf while losing the moral restraints that normally governed human behavior.

The victims, according to the confession, were diverse. There were men, though fewer of them, presumably because they were more capable of defending themselves or less likely to be found alone in situations that made them easy prey. There were women, including pregnant women, a detail that added layers of horror to the narrative by emphasizing Stumpp's complete disregard for the sanctity of motherhood and nascent life. And there were children, the most vulnerable members of any community, whose deaths would have been experienced as particularly devastating by their families and neighbors. The inclusion of children among the victims served to position Stumpp as the ultimate monster, someone who violated the most fundamental taboo of human society by preying upon those who should have been protected above all others.

Two pregnant women figured prominently in the catalog of crimes. Stumpp confessed that he had not merely killed these women but had torn open their bodies to reach the unborn children within. He claimed to have devoured these fetuses, consuming them before they ever drew breath, destroying potential life before it could be realized. This detail, perhaps more than any other, served to demonstrate the absolute depravity of the accused. It suggested a hunger so profound and indiscriminate that it recognized no boundaries, no category of being that was too innocent or too sacred to be violated. The image of a man-wolf tearing unborn children from their mothers' wombs functioned in the pamphlet literature as the ultimate proof of diabolical possession, an act so contrary to nature and to Christian morality that it could only be explained through supernatural evil.

But the confession reserved its most devastating revelation for the crime that struck at the very heart of the family unit. Stumpp admitted that among his eighteen victims was his own son, a boy described as having been "dearly loved" by his father. The pamphlet accounts linger over this particular murder, recognizing its power to shock and horrify in ways that even the other crimes could not quite achieve. According to the confession, Stumpp had maintained his paternal affection for the boy even while conducting his secret career as a werewolf and serial killer. He had protected his son, provided for him, presumably raised him with whatever combination of discipline and care was typical of sixteenth-century peasant fathers.

But eventually, the confession claimed, the hunger overcame even the bond between father and son. Stumpp lured the boy into the forest under some pretext—perhaps a hunting trip, perhaps a father-son outing that would have seemed perfectly natural to the child. Once they were alone, far from the possibility of intervention or rescue, Stumpp donned the magical girdle and transformed. The boy would have had only moments to recognize what was happening, to see his father's familiar form distort into something alien and terrifying, before the attack commenced. The confession stated that Stumpp killed the boy and then consumed his flesh, literally devouring his own offspring.

This particular crime carried immense symbolic weight within the narrative structure of the confession. Fathers in early modern European society were understood as authority figures whose primary duty was the protection and moral education of their children. By murdering and cannibalizing his own son, Stumpp had inverted this fundamental relationship, transforming the protector into the predator, the educator into the destroyer. The crime served as a microcosm of what the Devil's influence could do to any social institution. If the family unit, the most basic building block of Christian society, could be corrupted so thoroughly that a father would devour his own child, then no institution was safe, no relationship could be trusted. The murder of the son was thus not merely a crime against an individual but a crime against the social order itself, a demonstration that diabolical evil could penetrate and destroy even the most intimate human bonds.

The confession also included crimes that extended beyond murder and cannibalism to encompass sexual transgression. Stumpp admitted to having engaged in an incestuous relationship with his daughter, Beele, known in some accounts as Sybil. The sources specify that she was older than fifteen years, which in the context of sixteenth-century Europe meant she had reached the age where sexual activity, within the proper bounds of marriage, was considered natural and appropriate. But the relationship between father and daughter violated those bounds in the most fundamental way possible. Incest was understood not merely as a sexual crime but as a form of spiritual pollution, a confusion of divinely ordained categories that threatened the proper ordering of family relationships and inheritance patterns.

The confession further stated that Stumpp had also engaged in sexual relations with a more distant female relative, a relationship that the law of the period also classified as incestuous, though perhaps less severely than the relationship with his daughter. These sexual crimes served multiple purposes within the overall narrative of the confession. They demonstrated that Stumpp's corruption was comprehensive, extending to every aspect of his behavior rather than being limited to periodic outbursts of homicidal violence. They showed that the family unit, which should have been a source of moral order and proper relationship, had become instead a site of fundamental moral chaos. And they provided justification for the execution of Stumpp's daughter and mistress alongside him, since their participation in these incestuous relationships marked them as complicit in his diabolical corruption, as vectors through which spiritual pollution might spread if they were allowed to survive.

Throughout the twenty-five years that the confession covered, Stumpp managed to maintain his position within the community as a wealthy and apparently respectable farmer. This dual existence—werewolf predator by night, prosperous farmer by day—was central to the horror of the narrative. Stumpp's neighbors would have encountered him regularly in the normal course of rural life. They would have done business with him, perhaps borrowed tools or shared labor during harvest seasons, exchanged gossip about weather and crops and local affairs. All the while, according to the confession, he was conducting a secret campaign of murder against those same neighbors, selecting victims from among the people he knew and interacted with, exploiting his familiarity with the landscape and the patterns of local life to hunt more effectively.

This aspect of the story tapped into deep anxieties about the possibility of hidden evil, the fear that monsters might walk among the innocent wearing human faces and performing the ordinary rituals of community membership. If Peter Stumpp could be a werewolf and a respected farmer simultaneously, then anyone might be concealing similar depravity. The confession thus served not only to explain the specific crimes attributed to Stumpp but also to justify ongoing vigilance and suspicion, to encourage community members to watch one another for signs of spiritual corruption, to report unusual behavior or unexplained absences that might indicate involvement in witchcraft or lycanthropy.

The confession provided few details about how Stumpp managed to avoid detection for so long. This absence is significant, for it reveals one of the points where the logic of the narrative becomes strained. If Stumpp was indeed killing regularly over a twenty-five-year period, if his victims numbered eighteen and included prominent members of the community such as pregnant women and children, then their disappearances should have prompted intense investigation much earlier. Rural communities in early modern Europe were close-knit, characterized by dense networks of kinship and mutual obligation. Unexplained deaths and disappearances would not have passed unnoticed or unremarked. Yet the confession offers no explanation for how Stumpp evaded suspicion for a quarter century, beyond the implicit suggestion that his respectable status and wealth provided protective cover.

The end of Stumpp's criminal career came, according to the accounts, not through the gradual accumulation of evidence or the patient work of investigators, but through a dramatic confrontation during a hunt. The story as recorded in the pamphlets describes a hunting party pursuing what they believed to be a wolf that had been attacking livestock or threatening people in the area. During this chase, someone managed to wound the animal, severing its left forepaw with a sword or blade. The hunting party continued to pursue the wounded wolf, tracking it to a location where they expected to find the injured animal. Instead, they discovered Peter Stumpp, recognizable as a human man but bearing a distinctive and damning injury—his left hand was missing, severed at the wrist, leaving only the stump that would give him his name or nickname.

This moment of discovery, as preserved in the printed accounts, represented the dramatic revelation that made everything else intelligible. The hunters realized that the wolf they had been pursuing was not a natural animal but a transformed human, and that Peter Stumpp was that human. The wound that had been inflicted on the wolf's forepaw was now visible as the severed human hand. The physical evidence was irrefutable, or so the narrative insisted. How else could one explain the perfect correspondence between the wounded wolf and the maimed man?

Yet this crucial detail of the severed hand deserves careful scrutiny, for it reveals the circular logic that often characterized werewolf prosecutions. The name "Stumpf" or "Stumpp" derives from the German word for stump, suggesting that Peter may have been called this because of his missing hand rather than receiving the injury during the dramatic hunt that exposed him. If Stumpp had been living with this injury for years, possibly the result of an agricultural accident or some other misfortune common to farming life in the sixteenth century, then the hunting incident and the wounded wolf become suspect as later fabrications designed to provide a supernatural explanation for a prosaic physical fact.

The judicial process that followed Stumpp's capture proceeded according to the legal standards of the Holy Roman Empire in the late sixteenth century. These standards permitted and indeed encouraged the use of judicial torture to extract confessions from accused criminals, particularly in cases involving serious crimes or supernatural elements. The specific tortures applied to Stumpp are not detailed in the surviving accounts with the same precision that would later be applied to describing his execution. This reticence is telling. The pamphlets that circulated after the execution were designed to instruct and horrify their readers, and the execution itself provided ample opportunity for both. But the interrogation and torture that produced the confession received less attention, perhaps because dwelling on these details might have prompted uncomfortable questions about the reliability of testimony extracted under such conditions.

What we can infer from contemporary practice is that the torture would have been systematic and escalating. It might have begun with the strappado, a technique where the prisoner's hands were bound behind his back and he was hoisted by a rope, causing intense pain in the shoulders and arms. It might have included the application of thumbscrews or leg-screws, devices designed to crush the extremities with increasing pressure. It certainly would have included sleep deprivation, isolation, and psychological pressure in addition to physical pain. The purpose of this torture was explicitly to extract confession, and the legal theory of the time held that pain would compel truth-telling, would overcome the natural human tendency to conceal guilt and would force the accused to reveal what he had done.

But this theory rested on assumptions that modern understanding of human psychology and physiology has thoroughly discredited. We now know that torture is far more likely to produce false confessions than true ones, that people subjected to extreme pain will say whatever they believe their torturers want to hear in order to make the pain stop, and that the content of confessions extracted under torture often reflects the expectations and suggestions of the interrogators rather than the actual experiences of the accused. The elaborate, detailed narrative that Stumpp provided—complete with devil's pacts, magical girdles, succubi, and precisely numbered victims—bears all the hallmarks of a confession constructed to satisfy the theological and legal requirements of a witchcraft prosecution.

Consider the internal consistency of the confession and how it aligns suspiciously well with learned demonological theory. Stumpp's story contains all the standard elements that theologians and jurists expected to find in cases of diabolical witchcraft and lycanthropy. The pact with the Devil establishes the spiritual dimension of the crime, ensuring that this is understood as heresy and apostasy rather than mere murder. The magical girdle provides a material mechanism for transformation that allows the court to explain how a man could become a wolf without invoking natural shapeshifting, which would have raised difficult theological questions about the mutability of divinely created forms. The succubus demonstrates ongoing sexual sin and the complete corruption of natural human desire. Each element serves a specific function in the overall theological narrative that the court was constructing.

Moreover, the specific crimes confessed—the targeting of pregnant women, the murder of the son, the incestuous relationships—read like a catalog of the worst possible violations of social and moral order. They are almost too perfect in their comprehensive coverage of every category of transgression that early modern European society found most threatening. This should prompt us to ask whether we are reading an accurate account of crimes actually committed or rather a kind of composite portrait of evil, a judicial and literary construction that combines multiple types of deviance into a single monstrous figure designed to serve as a warning against all forms of rebellion against divine and social order.

The confession also served important political and religious purposes that extended beyond the immediate question of Stumpp's individual guilt or innocence. Documentary evidence suggests that Stumpp was likely a Protestant living in the fiercely Catholic Electorate of Cologne during the volatile period of the Wars of Religion. If the authorities could successfully demonstrate that a Protestant of means and standing had been corrupted by the Devil into becoming a werewolf and serial killer, this provided powerful propaganda for the Catholic position. It suggested that heresy—by which Catholic authorities meant any deviation from their religious monopoly—led inevitably to ever-more-severe forms of spiritual and moral corruption. The Protestant who rejected Catholic authority was on a slippery slope that could lead all the way to devil worship, lycanthropy, and cannibalism.

This political subtext explains why the confession needed to be so extreme, so comprehensive in its catalog of horrors. A simple murder case, even a serial murder case, would not have served the same propagandistic purpose. But a Protestant farmer who had made a pact with Satan and spent decades murdering and devouring Catholics—this was a narrative that could be used to justify religious persecution, to legitimize the violent suppression of Protestant communities, and to maintain Catholic control over contested territories within the Holy Roman Empire. The confession, in other words, cannot be separated from the political and religious context in which it was produced.

When we read the confessions of Peter Stumpp today, we must hold two perspectives simultaneously. On one level, we must take seriously the horror and tragedy of the actual events that occurred in the Bedburg region during the late sixteenth century. People died, whether eighteen or some other number. Families grieved. A community experienced real trauma and sought explanation and justice. These human experiences are valid and important, and we diminish them if we treat the entire case as nothing more than judicial fabrication and propaganda.

On another level, we must recognize that the specific narrative we possess about these events—the story of the devil's pact, the magical girdle, the werewolf transformation, the precise catalog of victims and crimes—comes to us filtered through torture, shaped by theological expectation, and recorded by sources with explicit propagandistic intent. The Peter Stumpp who emerges from the pamphlets is not a historical person in any straightforward sense but rather a literary and judicial construction, a figure who was made to bear symbolic meanings that extended far beyond whatever crimes he may actually have committed.

The confessions preserve the gothic horror of the original pamphlets, with their emphasis on transgressive sexuality, cannibalistic consumption, and the transformation of the familiar into the monstrous. They provide a window into the fears and anxieties of early modern European society, revealing what people in that time and place found most threatening and most requiring of violent suppression. But as historical evidence about the actual Peter Stumpp—the man who lived in Bedburg, who farmed, who had a family, who was arrested and tortured and executed—the confessions are profoundly unreliable, compromised at every level by the circumstances of their production and the purposes they were designed to serve.

This is the fundamental paradox of studying cases like that of Peter Stumpp. The sources that provide the most detailed and dramatic narratives are also the sources most thoroughly corrupted by bias, political agenda, and the judicial torture that made them possible. To understand what actually happened requires us to read against the grain of these sources, to identify their silences and contradictions, to recognize the patterns they share with other propaganda of their era, and to remain humble about the limits of what we can truly know about events that occurred more than four centuries ago under circumstances specifically designed to obscure truth rather than reveal it.
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​Chapter Three: Death by Breaking — The Anatomy of Judicial Torture
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To understand what happened to Peter Stumpp on October 31, 1589, we must first understand that what modern observers might perceive as an act of sadistic cruelty was, in the context of early modern European justice, something quite different. The execution was not an outburst of uncontrolled violence, nor was it simply revenge enacted by an angry mob. Rather, it was a carefully planned, meticulously choreographed performance that operated according to its own internal logic and served multiple overlapping purposes within the judicial and social systems of the Holy Roman Empire. The breaking wheel and the sequence of torments applied to Stumpp's body were not arbitrary choices but rather deliberate selections from a repertoire of punishments that carried specific meanings and were intended to communicate particular messages to the witnessing public.

The execution method known as "death by breaking" or "breaking on the wheel" had deep roots in European judicial practice, extending back through medieval law codes to Roman precedents and possibly further into the customary practices of Germanic tribal societies. By the late sixteenth century, when Stumpp faced this punishment, the procedure had become standardized across much of central Europe, though regional variations existed in specific details of implementation. The fundamental structure, however, remained consistent. The condemned prisoner would be bound to a large wooden wheel, and an executioner would use a heavy implement—typically an iron bar or the blunt poll of an axe—to systematically break the major bones of the prisoner's body. The resulting broken limbs would then be woven through the spokes of the wheel, creating a grotesque display of shattered humanity that would be mounted on a pole for public viewing.

To appreciate why this particular method was selected for Stumpp rather than some other form of execution, we must understand the hierarchy of punishment that existed within early modern judicial systems. Not all executions were equal in the eyes of the law or in the experience of the condemned. The method of execution was carefully calibrated to the severity and nature of the crime, creating a graduated scale that communicated social and moral judgments through the very mechanism of death itself. At the less severe end of this spectrum, certain crimes might result in beheading by sword, which was considered a relatively honorable death, quick and clean, appropriate for nobility or for those whose crimes, while capital, did not involve elements of treachery or moral corruption. Hanging occupied a middle position in this hierarchy, considered appropriate for common criminals but carrying associations with dishonor that made it unsuitable for those of higher social rank.

Breaking on the wheel, however, was reserved for crimes judged to be particularly heinous. It was the punishment specified in legal codes for highway robbery, for arson that resulted in deaths, for murder committed with particular cruelty or premeditation, and for crimes that combined violence with betrayal of fundamental social bonds. The prolonged suffering inherent in the method was not an unfortunate side effect but rather the essential point. The law required that certain criminals experience extended pain before death, and this requirement reflected deep-seated beliefs about justice, deterrence, and the relationship between physical suffering and spiritual correction.

The wheel itself was a significant object, heavy with symbolic meaning that would have been readily understood by early modern audiences even if it requires explanation for modern readers. Wheels were ubiquitous in sixteenth-century life, fundamental components of transportation, milling, and manufacturing. The wheel represented continuity, cycles, the orderly progression of natural and mechanical processes. To break a human body on a wheel was thus to pervert the instrument of order into an instrument of destruction, to use the symbol of regular motion and productive labor as the means of reducing a human being to broken flesh and splintered bone. This inversion was intentional and meaningful, suggesting that the criminal had himself inverted proper order and must therefore be destroyed by the very symbol of that order turned against him.

The physical structure of the breaking wheel used in executions was typically a large wooden cartwheel, perhaps five or six feet in diameter, with sturdy spokes radiating from a central hub. The wheel would be mounted horizontally on a tall post, creating a platform that elevated the prisoner above the crowd and ensured that the execution would be visible from a considerable distance. This elevation served practical purposes, allowing the maximum number of spectators to witness the proceedings, but it also carried symbolic significance. The condemned was lifted up, exposed to public view in a manner that echoed—in a deliberately blasphemous way—Christian imagery of crucifixion and elevation. The difference, of course, was that Christ's elevation represented redemption and sacrifice, while the criminal's elevation represented damnation and just punishment.
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