


Summary: 

The Journey to Blåkulla. New Perspectives on the Great 

Swedish Witch Trials 
In the 1660s and 1670s Sweden was subjected to great witch trials. In the 
kingdom, which at this time also comprised what today is Finland, almost 
300 people were executed during these decades. Most of the persons executed 
were women. In the 18th century there were also witch trials in the country 
with extensive trials held in Värmland in 1720-24 and in Dalarna in 1757-
63. An outbreak of similar disturbances also occurred in Dalarna in 1858 
although without leading to legal accusations of witchcraft. 

Previous research has mainly dealt with the extensive trials in the 17th 
century and so do the three artides in this anthology, since the subject is by 
no means exhausted. Many of the previous studies have been in the nature of 
overviews, while the present artides instead concentrate on one limited aspect 
each. 

Marie Lennersand focuses her artide on actions of the local and central 
authorities in the opening stage of the great witch trials of the 1660s and 
1670s. They are connected to the attempts of the early modern state to increase 
its influence on laws and exercise of authority, and through this means 
strengthening its hold on local society. Before the witch trials the local courts 
of Älvdalen and Mora had been very sparing in letting cases proceed to higher 
courts and thus they had avoided the control of the central powers. However, 
in 1668 and 1669 an unusually large number of complicated and chaotic 
accusations were brought forward. The local courts could not handle them 
without assistance and Svea Hovrätt (the Court of Appeal) and låter the Coun-
cil were brought in. 

For the Council the large number of accusations presented a great pro
blem. In its capacity of supreme court it had to decide if the accusations were 
correct and how the subsequent trials should be conducted. Instead of letting 
the ordinary courts continue their trials the Council appointed a royal com-
mission that was sent to Mora to try the cases. In this manner the Council 
could control the handling of the subsequent trials, and at the same time 
increase its control of the local administration of justice, into which it had 
previously been difficult to get insight. The central power thus got a hold on 
local administration of justice, at least where the great witch trials were 
concerned, which also in other parts of the country came to be dealt with by 
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similar commissions. The practical realisation presented great difficulties 
for the local courts as well as for the commission. In spite of the difficulty 
for the Council to decide how to react to the allegations of journeys to Blå
kulla, they felt that a large number of executions would discourage further 
accusations. As a warning to the people spectacular mass executions were 
organised in Mora and Älvdalen. This demonstration of power proved to 
have the opposite effect because the number of accusations of witchcraft 
continued to grow. The trials could have gone on until a large part of the 
local population had been executed. When there was a decrease in accusations 
it depended on the fact that, after the mass executions, the courts had become 
more sparing in their passing of severe punishments, and låter they no longer 
tried the accusations. The forum for spreading accusations, that is the court, 
was then no longer available. For the Council further demonstrations of power 
were not necessary, it had shown its authority and obtained an increased 
influence over the local society. 

In the second artide Kristina Tegler studies shamanistic features of Swe-
dish witch trials. A large number of surveys have previously been carried out 
where shamanistic features have been shown in European witch trials. The 
shamanistic features have mainly been found in the witches' sabbath and 
have been regarded as part of European populär culture. Even within Sweden 
it has been found that the story about Blåkulla, which came to play a decisive 
role in the great witch trials, contains certain elements that can be linked to 
shamanistic beliefs. This aspect of the witch trials has only played a minor 
role in previous research. 

Tegler has made a systematic study of shamanistic features of two extensive 
trials in Dalarna, that is in Älvdalen in 1668 and in Orsa in 1669. The results 
show that in Älvdalen features can be found in the story about Blåkulla which 
can be linked quite well to shamanistic ideas. In the first place they concern 
testimonies about how to perform the journey to Blåkulla. The journey is 
preceded by certain atypical rituals which låter during the witch trials were 
replaced by the more prevalent anointing with witch ointment. 

The journey seems to take place in a state of consciousness differing from 
the normal, which suggests influence of a shamanistic discourse. Moreover, 
the role of the devil is strikingly like the role of the shamanistic helping 
spirits in some connections. There are also testimonies which suggest that 
the traveller to Blåkulla is in two places simultaneously during the journey. 
This could be connected to the extrabodily journey. The activities at Blå
kulla also come close to the undertakings of the shaman, for example healing 
and finding of lost animals. The linking of the magic journey and these 
phenomena shows similarities to central shamanistic ideas. 

Tegler sees these shamanistic ideas not as a remnant of European populär 
culture but as a discourse making it possible to articulate certain statements 
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about the nature of existence. The shamanistic discourse is made visible by 
the conflict arising in connection with the witch trials. Through interaction 
between populär culture and the élite during the witch trials the Blåkulla 
story emerged. The shamanistic features are forced out of the story as a 
consequence of the efforts of the court to interpret the testimonies in Chris
tian terms. The great witch trials contributed to the transformation of populär 
culture. 

Maria Bondesson has compared the witch trials in Dalarna and Hälsing
land in 1668-74 with an ecstatic revival in Lillhärdal, Härjedalen in 1771-
76. Both occurrences are seen by her as social conflicts and she points, above 
all, to two facts. In the first place both the religiously awakened in Lillhärdal 
and the witnesses at the witch trials were mainly young unmarried persons, 
most often women. In the second place these groups expressed a rather far-
reaching dissatisfaction with certain conditions in society. They objected to 
the static three-estate doctrine, to the vice legislation, to the servant regulations 
and to the religious monopoly of the clergy. Those who were seen as 
representing all this and against whom the protest was aimed were masters, 
local authorities, husbands and other persons in the local society which 
belonged to an older generation. 

With the increasing differentiation of the rural population during the lat-
ter part of the 18th century and the uneven distribution according to sex 
during the 17th century these regulations and ideals became increasingly 
difficult to live with. The dominating ideology still looked upon marriage, 
ownership and household as the foundations of society. To an increasing 
number of young people all this was out of reach. The means of support that 
was left to them was to work as a maid or as a farmhand for the rest of their 
lives, to become a crofter or worker or simply to live as a dependent lodger. 
All these alternatives meant that they became outsiders and were not regarded 
as full members of the agricultural society. The difference between ideals 
and realities, and the subordinate conditions under which these people were 
forced to live, without hope of change must have given rise to frustration 
and a need to express their dissatisfaction. The revival and the witch trials 
were fora into which this dissatisfaction could be channelled. 

As previously mentioned Bondesson has regarded both revivals and witch 
trials as social conflicts. By analysing the grounds, ideas and attitudes 
expressed by the awakened and the witnesses of the witch trials, she has also 
shown that two similar conflicts are concerned. Both the witch hysteria and 
the revival can be described part as conflicts between higher and lower levels 
of society, part as generation conflicts, even if it is mainly a question of a 
generation conflict between women in the case of the witch trials. The state 
of competition that arose, probably mostly between young women, was raised 
to a higher level in the imagination of these people. It was interpreted as a 
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struggle between God and Satan, spiritual and secular, old and young, ancient 
and new. In this way a generation conflict with a strong ideological charge 

began. The aggression was thus not directed towards other young people 
within the same generation, the people with whom they in practice competed 
for land and marriage partners, but towards older generations. 

The ideas of the three artides are not completely new, but they are applied 
in a consistent way which has not been the case in previous research. Many 
interpretations of the witch trials are still unexamined and many perspectives 
remain to be applied, for example a systematic problemising of the aspects 
of gender. The dissolvation of the trials should be thoroughly analysed, 
preferably with an international comparative perspective. Nor have the effects 
of the trials on the local level in a longer perspective been investigated. How 
was life resumed in the afflicted villages and towns? This and many other 
questions are left for future researchers of witchcraft to deal with. 

Translated by Britt Marie Lennersand 
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