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A Not So Candid History of Lycanthropy 

 
“If being a werewolf is really a curse, you've got to treat it honorably. If werewolves are going to carry 
on, there has to be an incredibly powerful force. There is the business of the craving, the hunger for the 
kill. It has to be deeply pleasurable and more than an appetite for meat. There has to be a frightening 
but a sensual dimension to it...” 

In folklore, a werewolf or occasionally lycanthrope (Greek: λυκάνθρωπος lukánthrōpos, “wolf-
person”), is a human with the ability to shapeshift into a wolf (or, especially in modern film, a 
therianthropic hybrid wolflike creature), either purposely or after being placed under a curse or 
affliction (often a bite or scratch from another werewolf) with the transformations occurring on the 
night of a full moon. Early sources for belief in this ability or affliction, called lycanthropy, are Latin 
classic Petronius (27–66) and Gervase of Tilbury (1150–1228; English canon lawyer, statesman and 
cleric; he enjoyed the favour of Henry II of England and later of Henry's grandson, Emperor of Germany 
Otto IV, for whom he wrote his best known work, the Otia Imperialia). 

The werewolf is a widespread concept in European folklore, existing in many variants, which are 
related by a common development of a Christian interpretation of underlying European folklore 
developed during the medieval period. From the early modern period, werewolf beliefs also spread to 
the New World with colonialism. Belief in werewolves developed in parallel to the belief in witches, in 
the course of the Late Middle Ages and the Early Modern period. Like the witchcraft trials as a whole, 
the trial of supposed werewolves emerged in what is now Switzerland (especially the Valais and Vaud) 
in the early 15th century and spread throughout Europe in the 16th, peaking in the 17th and subsiding 
by the 18th century. 

The persecution of werewolves and the associated folklore is an integral part of the “witch-hunt“ 
phenomenon, albeit a marginal one, accusations of lycanthropy being involved in only a small fraction 
of witchcraft trials. During the early period, accusations of lycanthropy (transformation into a wolf) 
were mixed with accusations of wolf-riding or wolf-charming. The case of Peter Stumpp (1589) led to 
a significant peak in both interest in and persecution of supposed werewolves, primarily in French-
speaking and German-speaking Europe. The phenomenon persisted longest in Bavaria and Austria, 
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with persecution of wolf-charmers recorded until well after 1650, the final cases taking place in the 
early 18th century in Carinthia and Styria. 

Peter Stumpp (died 1589) was a German farmer, accused of werewolfery, witchcraft and cannibalism. 
He was known as the Werewolf of Bedburg. The most comprehensive source on the case is a pamphlet 
of 16 pages published in London in 1590, the translation of a German print of which no copies have 
survived. The English pamphlet, of which two copies exist (one in the British Museum and one in the 
Lambeth Library), was rediscovered by occultist Montague Summers in 1920. It describes Stumpp's 
life, alleged crimes and the trial, and includes many statements from neighbours and witnesses of the 
crimes. Summers reprints the entire pamphlet, including a woodcut, on pages 253 to 259 of his 
work The Werewolf. 

Additional information is provided by the diaries of Hermann von Weinsberg, a Cologne alderman, and 
by a number of illustrated broadsheets, which were printed in southern Germany and were probably 
based on the German version of the London pamphlet. The original documents seem to have been lost 
during the wars of the centuries that followed. Contemporary reference was made to the pamphlet 
by Edward Fairfax in his firsthand account of the alleged witch persecution of his own daughters in 
1621.  

Peter Stumpp's name is also spelled as Peter Stube, Peter Stub, Peter Stubbe, Peter Stübbe or Peter 
Stumpf, and other aliases include such names as Abal Griswold, Abil Griswold, and Ubel Griswold. The 
name “Stump” or “Stumpf” may have been given him as a reference to the fact that his left hand had 
been cut off leaving only a stump, in German “Stumpf”. It was alleged that as the “werewolf” had its 
left forepaw cut off, then the same injury proved the guilt of the man. Stumpp was born at the village 
of Epprath near the country-town of Bedburg in the Electorate of Cologne. His actual date of birth is 
not known, as the local church registers were destroyed during the Thirty Years' War (1618–1648). He 
was a wealthy farmer of his rural community. During the 1580s, he seems to have been a widower 
with two children; a girl called Beele (Sybil), who seems to have been older than fifteen years old, and 
a son of an unknown age.  

During 1589, Stumpp had one of the most lurid and famous werewolf trials of history. After being 
stretched on a rack, and before further torture commenced, he confessed to having practiced black 
magic since he was twelve years old. He claimed that the Devil had given him a magical belt or girdle, 
which enabled him to metamorphose into “the likeness of a greedy, devouring wolf, strong and 
mighty, with eyes great and large, which in the night sparkled like fire, a mouth great and wide, with 
most sharp and cruel teeth, a huge body, and mighty paws”. Removing the belt, he said, made him 
transform back to his human form. No such belt was ever found after his arrest.  

For twenty-five years, Stumpp had allegedly been an “insatiable bloodsucker” who gorged on the flesh 
of goats, lambs and sheep, as well as men, women and children. Being threatened with torture he 
confessed to killing and eating fourteen children, two pregnant women, whose fetuses he ripped from 
their wombs and “ate their hearts panting hot and raw”, which he later described as “dainty 
morsels”, One of the fourteen children was his own son, whose brain he was reported to have 
devoured. 

Not only was Stumpp accused of being a serial murderer and cannibal, but also of having 
an incestuous relationship with his daughter, who was sentenced to die with him, and that he had 
coupled with a distant relative, which was also considered to be incestuous according to the law. In 
addition to this he confessed to having had intercourse with a succubus sent to him by the Devil. 
(A succubus is a demon in female form, or supernatural entity in folklore, traced back to medieval 
legends, that appears in dreams and takes the form of a woman in order to seduce men, usually 
through sexual activity. The male counterpart to the succubus is the incubus. Religious traditions hold 
that repeated sexual activity with a succubus may result in the deterioration of health or mental state, 
or even death.) 
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The execution of Stumpp, on October 31, 1589, and of his daughter and mistress, is one of the most 
brutal on record: he was put to a wheel, where “flesh was torn from his body”, in ten places, with red-
hot pincers, followed by his arms and legs. Then his limbs were broken with the blunt side of an 
axehead to prevent him from returning from the grave, before he was beheaded and his body burned 
on a pyre. His daughter and mistress had already been flayed, strangled and were burned along with 
Stumpp's body. As a warning against similar behavior, local authorities erected a pole with the torture 
wheel and the figure of a wolf on it and at the very top they placed Peter Stumpp's severed head.  

But there are a number of details of the text of the London pamphlet that are inconsistent with the 
historical facts. The years during which Stumpp was supposed to have committed most of his crimes 
(1582–1589) were marked by internal warfare in the Electorate of Cologne after the abortive 
introduction of Protestantism by the former Archbishop Gebhard Truchsess von Waldburg. He had 
been assisted by Adolf, Count of Neuenahr, who was also the lord of Bedburg. 

Stumpp was most certainly a convert to Protestantism. The war brought the invasion of armies of 
either side, the assaults by marauding soldiers and eventually an epidemic of the plague.  

When the Protestants were defeated during 1587, Bedburg Castle became the headquarters of 
Catholic mercenaries commanded by the new lord of Bedburg-Werner, Count of Salm-Reifferscheidt-
Dyck, who was a staunch Catholic determined to re-establish the Roman faith. 

So it is not inconceivable that the werewolf trial was but a barely concealed political trial, with the help 
of which the new lord of Bedburg planned to bully the Protestants of the territory back into 
Catholicism. If it had been just another execution of an alleged werewolf and a couple of witches, as 
occurred about this time in various parts of Germany, the attendance of members of the aristocracy—
perhaps including the new Archbishop and Elector of Cologne—would be surprising. Furthermore, the 
trial remained a singular event.  

However, this does not mean that the charges were without basis in fact. The execution of a mere 
Protestant convert would have been deeply unlikely to have drawn the aristocratic attention Stumpp's 
trial did, and while it was unlikely for the elite to attend to any given werewolf or witch trial, the sheer 
scale of Stumpp's alleged crimes would have made it more visible to the public at large and the nobility. 

The story of Peter Stumpp has lately known a great popularity. English black metal band The Infernal 
Sea recorded a song called Skinwalker about the werewolf of Bedburg on their 2017 e.p.  Agents of 
Satan. The U.S. metal band Macabre recorded a song about Peter Stumpp, titled The Werewolf of 
Bedburg; it can be found on the Murder Metal album. The German horror punk band The 
Other recorded a song about Peter Stumpp, titled Werewolf of Bedburg; it can be found on the Casket 
Case album. 

In the Pine Deep Trilogy of novelist and folklorist Jonathan Maberry, Peter Stumpp is the supernatural 
villain Ubel Griswold. Since Griswold is actually one of Stumpp's historical aliases, Maberry decided to 
use the name of Ubel Griswold instead of openly telling people that the villain was the infamous 
werewolf Peter Stumpp until later on in the third book of the series, Bad Moon Rising. 

In the Jim Butcher book Fool Moon there are several characters that use enchanted wolf pelt belts to 
transform into a wolf form, similar to the belt Peter Stumpp claimed to have. 

A reference to Peter Stumpp is also made in William Peter Blatty's book, The Exorcist. When Father 
Karras and Kinderman talk about Satanism they say “Terrible, was this theory, Father, or fact?” “Well, 
there's William Stumpf, for example. Or Peter. I can't remember. Anyway, a German in the sixteenth 
century who thought he was a werewolf”. 

The direct-to-video Big Top Scooby-Doo!, uses a portion of Lukas Mayer's woodcut of the execution of 
Stumpp in 1589, though in the movie no mention of Stumpp is made. The portion used depicts a man 
cutting off a werewolf's left paw (supposedly Stumpp in werewolf form) and a child being attacked by 
a werewolf. The woodcut scene shown in the film restores the werewolf's left paw and removes the 
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child in the second werewolf's jaws, making it appear as if the swordsman is fighting one of the 
werewolves while another flees. 

In the Doctor Who audio drama Loups-Garoux, Pieter Stubbe was in fact a werewolf. He managed to 
escape before he was executed and lived for another five centuries. He was defeated by the Fifth 
Doctor in Brazil in 2080. It is implied that he ate both the Grand Duchess Anastasia and Lord Lucan. 

Journalist and fiction writer J.E. Reich partially based her short story The Werewolves of Anspach on 
the life of Peter Stumpp. 

Back in history, it is very obvious that after the end of the witch-trials, the werewolf became of interest 
in folklore studies and in the emerging Gothic horror genre; werewolf fiction as a genre has pre-
modern precedents in medieval romances (e.g. Bisclavret and Guillaume de Palerme) and developed 
in the 18th century out of the “semi-fictional” chap book tradition. The trappings of horror literature 
in the 20th century became part of the horror and fantasy genre of modern popular culture. 

The word werewolf continues a late Old English wer(e)wulf, a compound of were ”man” 
and wulf ”wolf”. The only Old High German testimony is in the form of a given name, Weriuuolf, 
although an early Middle High German werwolf is found in Burchard of Worms and Berthold of 
Regensburg. The word or concept does not occur in medieval German poetry or fiction, gaining 
popularity only from the 15th century. Then, we find Middle Latin gerulphus, Anglo-
Norman garwalf, Old Frankish wariwulf. Old Norse had the cognate varúlfur, but because of the high 
importance of werewolves in Norse mythology, there were alternative terms such as ulfhéðinn (“one 
in wolf-skin”, referring still to the totemistic or cultic adoption of wolf-nature rather than the 
superstitious belief in actual shapeshifting). In modern Scandinavian also used was kveldulf ”evening-
wolf”, presumably after the name of Kveldulf Bjalfason, a historical berserker of the 9th century who 
figures in the Icelandic sagas. 

The term lycanthropy, referring both to the ability to transform oneself into a wolf and to the act of so 
doing, comes from Ancient Greek λυκάνθρωπος lukánthropos (from λύκος lúkos—“wolf” and 
ἄνθρωπος, ánthrōpos—“human”). The word does occur in ancient Greek sources, but only in Late 
Antiquity, only rarely, and only in the context of clinical lycanthropy described by Galen, where the 
patient had the ravenous appetite and other qualities of a wolf; the Greek word attains some currency 
only in Byzantine Greek, featuring in the 10th-century encyclopedia Suda. Use of the Greek-derived 
lycanthropy in English occurs in learned writing beginning in the later 16th century (first recorded 1584 
in The Discoverie of Witchcraft by Reginald Scot, who argued against the reality of werewolves; 
“Lycanthropia is a disease, and not a transformation”), at first explicitly for clinical lycanthropy, i.e. the 
type of insanity where the patient imagines to have transformed into a wolf, and not in reference to 
supposedly real shapeshifting. Use of lycanthropy for supposed shapeshifting is much later, introduced 
ca. 1830. 

Slavic uses the term vlko-dlak (Polish wilkołak, Czech vlkodlak, Slovak vlkolak, Serbo-Croatian vukodlak, 
Slovenian volkodlak, Bulgarian vrkolak, Belarusian vaukalak, Ukrainian vovkulaka), literally “wolf-skin”, 
paralleling the Old Norse ulfhéðinn. However, the word is not attested in the medieval period. The 
Slavic term was loaned into modern Greek as vrykolakas. Romanian has vârcolac (and, sometimes, 
pricolici.) Baltic has related terms, Lithuanian vilkolakis and vilkatas, Latvian vilkatis and vilkacis. 

The name vurdalak (вурдалак) for the Slavic vampire (“ghoul, revenant”) is a corruption due to 
Alexander Pushkin, which was later widely spread by A.K. Tolstoy in his novella The Family of the 
Vourdalak (composed in French, but first published in a Russian translation in 1884). The 
word vourdalak occurs first in Pushkin's work in the early 19th century, and was taken up in Russian 
literary language following Pushkin. It is a distortion of words referring to vampires (originally probably 
to werewolves) in Slavic and Balkan folklore. 

The Family of the Vourdalak is a gothic novella by Aleksey Konstantinovich Tolstoy, written in 1839 in 
French and originally entitled La Famille du Vourdalak. Fragment inedit des Memoires d’un inconnu. 
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