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A'letter from Heaven, written in Ernstroda near Gotha, Thuringia, and dated 1776, Berlin, Museum of European Cultures (Staatliche Museen zu Berlin — Stiftung Preuischer
Kulturbesitz, Museum Europdischer Kulturen) , ID no. 1 (33 J) 176/1963, pages 2 and 3. For pages 1and 4 of the same letter see coverimage and the accompanying caption
on the imprint page. Photography Christian Krug.
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Article

‘... even the bravest person has his own little superstition.”"
On the Material Nature and Magical Purpose of Heavenly
Letters in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century

Sabine Kienitz | Hamburg

After the First World War broke out in 1914, the German
War Ministry in Berlin began issuing Verlustlisten — official
lists stating the names of German soldiers killed or missing
in action, including the date this happened.? To supplement
these lists, the Zentralstelle fiir Nachlaf3sachen (Central
Office for Soldiers’ Effects) also published information
about unidentified members of the armed forces® in a bid to
put a name to men who had died on the battlefield or in a
military hospital.* For lack of any official documentation,
detailed descriptions were made of objects that had been
found on the deceased, such as wedding rings or pocket
watches.’ These are extremely helpful in shedding light on
the material aspects of everyday life in wartime.® The lists of
objects show that soldiers carried all kinds of personal effects

around with them even when they were stationed at the war

" Buddecke 1918, 52-53. The English translation is from Kilduff 2012, 75.
2 Kienitz 2008, 43-45.

3 Unermittelte Heeresangehérige, Nachlaf3- und Fundsachen, Nr. 1, 1
October 1916, supplement to Armee-Verordnungsblatt: Verlustlisten, Berlin
1916, 1-4. Institut fiir Sachsische Geschichte und Volkskunde Dresden
(ISGV; Institute for Saxon History and Cultural Anthropology), Nachlass
Adolf Spamer ('Adolf Spamer Estate') NaAS/K91/M1: Notizen, Abschriften
und Quellensammlung zum Thema Himmelsbriefe, Schutzbriefe. This
supplement to the normal lists of casualties was published at the beginning
of each month from October 1916 till October 1919. Regarding the official
handling of casualties’ effects, see Schmidt 1918, 39f., 43.

4 On the role and function of (illustrated) lists of fallen or missing soldiers in
general, see Artinger 2000, Adam 1985 and Kienitz 2008.

5 Many of these finds were personalised by monograms or watchmakers’
symbols and were able to give relatives clues about the names of the owner or
the workshop and producer. The lists of the effects that had been found were
divided into alphabetical lists of names and abbreviations on the objects and
a separate list that included the numbers of watches and repairs. According
to regulations, these items were supposed to be handed over to the relatives
of the deceased person, being his or her personal property. Regarding the
handling of finds, also see Schmidt 1918, 41-44, especially p. 43.

6 See Fuchs, Gygi and Ulrich 2002.
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front, photographs’ and letters® being just two of the possible
items. Presumably these things were able to give them some
consolation and emotional warmth in the face of danger. The
large number of rosaries, pictures of the Virgin Mary and
medals of saints that were found in the breast pockets, wallets
and uniforms of fallen soldiers is a clear indication of how
widely Christian practices were accepted, most of which are
Roman Catholic.’ In addition to these, however, items relating
to popular devotional practices are also listed, which count as
‘forms of subjective belief’'® and were officially disapproved
of by the Church." The finds that once belonged to soldiers
include a fair number of letters known as Himmelsbriefe in
German — ‘heavenly letters’ or ‘letters from Heaven’. These
are handwritten amulets or phylacteries,” which were ‘worn

in a small pouch round one’s neck (and) only taken out in a

7 On the social role of photography in the construction of family identities,
see Bourdieu 2006, 31.

8 See list no. 14 from 1 November 1917. In this case, extracts from letters
are quoted (modes of address, greetings, family relations, etc.) that were
regarded as specific to the relationship and identification of the deceased
person. In connection with this, also see the debate in the First World War
about what became known as Jammerbriefe (roughly, ‘gloomy letters”) and
the exhortation to the general public to the effect that women should only
send their male relatives in the field Sonntagsbriefe (‘Sunday letters’) in
order to keep them emotionally stable: ‘Da kann und soll der Brief von
zu Hause der Schutzengel sein, indem er das deutsche Heim, die Kinder
und vor allem die deutsche Frauen-Liebe und -Treue dem Manne wieder
lebendig vor die Seele malt.” (‘Letters from home can and should act
like a guardian angel by enabling a man to imagine his German home, his
children and above all his wife’s love and loyalty in vivid terms.’] Malita
von Rundstedt, Der Schiitzengraben der deutschen Frau, 1916, 6, cited in
Tramitz 1989, 97.

° Schlager refers to the specifics of Catholic practices regarding consecrated
medals and saints’ pictures; Schlager 2011, 63-91.

10 See Knoblauch 1999, 186.
1 See Korff 2005, 26.

12 See Kriss-Rettenbeck 1963, 34-36.
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Fig. 1a: Samples of letters from Heaven from WWI, Unermittelte Heeresangehdrige (‘Unidentified members of the armed forces’), Nachlal3- und
Fundsachen, Nr. 1, 1. Oktober 1916, Armeeverordnungsblatt: Deutsche Verlustlisten, 1-4. Institut fiir Sachsische Geschichte und Volkskunde Dresden

(ISGV), NaAS/K91/M1.
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Fig. 1b: Nachla3- und Fundsachen, Nr. 1, 1. Oktober 1916, Armeeverordnungsblatt: Verlustlisten, 1-4. 1SGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1. ‘Ein Haus- und Schutzbrief. Im
Namen Gottes des Sohnes und des heiligen Geistes. Amen. A letter of protection that includes the holder’s home.’ ('In the name of God the Father and the Son and
the Holy Spirit, amen.). Excerpt from the samples of writing from 1 October 1916.

moment of acute danger’ in order to be read.” The illustrated
supplement to Bayerische Verlustliste No. 325 dated 27
December 1916 depicted three of these small manuscripts
as ‘samples of writing’ in the hope that the original authors
would recognise their own handwriting and then be able
to provide some personal information about the recipients
(Fig. 1). It is these letters from heaven that are the subject
here — a genre of apotropaic magical manuscripts to which a
protective effect was attributed for several hundred years in
the face of all kinds of threats, even weapons. The contents
of these pieces of writing are important in understanding how
they were used in the past. Most of them claim to have been
written by Jesus Christ or God Himself and then brought
down to Earth by the Archangel Michael, and promise men
they will survive wars and assure women they will have a
smooth birth in return for them leading a God-fearing life

13 Cf. Priimer 1916, 80.

mcn°19

as a Christian. In this study, I shall employ cultural and
codicological approaches with respect to the material and
handwritten nature of these artefacts in an attempt to clarify
the basis for ascribing such a magical quality to them and
how this efficacy was achieved and perceived in the course
of producing, distributing and using these letters.

The subject at hand: heavenly letters and their contents

From a theological point of view, heavenly letters belong
to the genre of revelatory literature.® They were studied by
scholars of religion, history and philology in the nineteenth
and early twentieth century.’ Bible scholars, theologians,

1 Some authors assume that these texts belong to the genre of chain letters
Cf. Rauchegger 2010.

5 See Speyer 1970.

6 Cf. the overview in Kéhler 1898, which attempted to reconstruct the
historical origin as well as the reception and the different ways in which the
letter was transmitted. ‘Doch kann als sicher gelten: Der Brief stammt aus

manuscript cultures
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Fig. 2:'Dis ist der brieff der von himel gesendet ist / den got selbes geschribé het / die ab geschrifft’ (‘This is the letter sent from Heaven / which

God Himself wrote/ the copy’). Lives of the Saints, mid-15th c., manuscript volume, paper, Staatsbibliothek Berlin, Ms. Germ. qu. 189, 417 leaves,
fols 347'-349", here fol. 347",
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Orientalists and church historians in particular documented
individual finds of ancient” and medieval® exemplars
in their publications. These discoveries were mostly
manuscripts made of parchment or paper, or single-sheet
prints from the fifteenth century onwards (Fig. 2), which
were part of codices whose exact origin and history of
reception were practically unknown.” In contrast, the
survival of most of the manuscripts discussed in this article
is due to their being collected by clergymen, theologians
and both laymen and experts in folklore in Germany,
Austria and Switzerland, people who took an interest in
the phenomena of magic and superstition in the nineteenth
and early twentieth century. These two areas of focus
determined the interests, interpretation and handling of the
artefacts by the collectors themselves. To date, about fifty
originals have been identified in archives, museums and
libraries, although their age and exact origin still have to
be clarified. The vast majority of the handwritten copies
that were used as magical aids probably only exist in the
form of copies for scholarly purposes now or have just been
published as transcripts in anthropological journals.?’

dem Orient, dringt von hier nach Gallien, dient den kirchlichen Interessen
zur Fixierung des Sonntags als Sabbathfeier, wird in (Mont) St. Michel
deponiert und gelangt durch Wallfahrer in Verkiirzung nach Schwaben bez.
Koln und Strafburg, wo er Anfang des 17. Jahrhunderts wiederholt gedruckt
wird. Habent sua fata libelli! Auch Christi Briefe haben ihre Schicksale!”
(‘But one thing is certain: the letter comes from the Orient, manages to get
to Gaul from here, serves the Church’s interests in establishing Sunday as
a Sabbath celebration, it is deposited in (Mont) St Michel and is taken to
Swabia via a shortcut — or rather, to Cologne and Strasbourg — by pilgrims,
where it is printed a number of times at the beginning of the 17th century.
Habent sua fata libelli! Even Christ’s own letters go through a lot!” ). Kéhler
1998, 119. Also see Stiibe 1918.

17 Cf. Ewald 1847; Delehaye 1899; Bittner 1906; Dieterich 1911; Graf 1928.

18 See s.v. ‘Himmelsbrief” in Handschriftencensus: Eine Bestandsaufnahme
der  handschrifilichen ~ Uberlieferung — deutschsprachiger Texte —des

Mittelalters <http://www.handschriftencensus.de/werke/592> (Survey of

Manuscripts, last seen on 20 November 2022). My thanks to Marco Heiles
for this information. Apart from that, see the Manuscripta Mediaevalia
manuscript database with references to thirteen copies of Himmelsbriefe
in multiple-text manuscripts  <http://www.manuscripta-mediaevalia.
de/?alles:"himmelsbrief"> (last seen on 20 November 2022). I am grateful
to Felix Heinzer for this information. See Dieterich 1911 as well; this author
quotes an example of a letter from Heaven from 1451 written on parchment,
which is documented in the Liber de reformatione monasteriorum (11 c.
XIX, p. 699f.), which belonged to the Augustinian provost Johannes Busch.
Dieterich 1911, 247. Besides that, see Kolb 1897 as well.

19 Stiibe refers to a heavenly letter ‘printed in Cologne at Clemens Arnold’s,
1604°, also printed in Scheible 1847; see Stiibe 1918, 22 and Kohler 1898, 117.
On heavenly letters from Anglo-Saxon England, see Hebing 2012.

211 1911, the medievalist Walther H. Vogt said that he had looked through
a hundred exemplars; see Vogt 1911, 587. Various examples of handwritten
copies made for scholarly purposes can be found in Adolf Spamer's estate at

mch°19

Building on this practice of collecting such works, the
religious scholar Rudolf Stiibe (1870-1930) presented a
comprehensive, systematic historical study of these manu-
scripts and the history of their ownership, which also
included textual criticism and followed a sound theological
approach.”! Stiibe recreated the structure of these texts,
which were written in the style of a letter in which either God
or Jesus personally addressed individual human beings in
His capacity as an author and writer. It was claimed in many
similar ways in the letters that God or the Son of God had the
ability to write messages — the title such letters have often
goes as follows: ‘Letter from Heaven, written by My own
holy hands ...".22 Alternatively, the letter in question was said
to have been written by Jesus Christ Himself ‘in His own
beautiful hand’? — and at the same time this phenomenon

was cited as an argument for the manuscript’s true power:

Ich sage euch, daB Ich, Ich Christus diesen Brief mit
meiner gottlichen Hand geschrieben habe. Wer dawider
spricht, der ist verflucht von der christlichen Kirchen

und von meinem Géttlichen Angesicht verlaBen.?*

I tell you that I, I Christ, have written this letter with My
divine hand. Anyone who contradicts Me shall be cursed

by the Christian churches and forsaken by My divine face.

In addition, Stiibe identified the various types of manuscripts
as well as the individual parts of texts from which a heavenly
letter could be composed in formulaic terms.” Besides
containing confirmation of its divine origin, the place where
it was found and the year it first appeared, the letter included

a reminder to observe Sundays as a day of rest — this is often

the Institute for Saxon History and Cultural Anthropology (ISGV) in Dresden,
whose staff I would like to thank for their generous support during my research.

21 See Stiibe 1918. Vogt 1911 takes a similar approach.
2 Cited in Vogt 1911, 592.
3 Cf. “Haus- und Schutzbrief’, ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/MI1.

% Trye copy of the letter’, Museumslandschaft Hessen Kassel (MHK;
Museum of Hessian History in Kassel) 74 A 4, inv. no. 1928/176 (Fig. 3).
According to the inventory card, the artefact was made in Hamelin in 1790
and passed into the Museums’ possession in 1928. I am grateful to Martina
Liidicke, MHK, for this information.

B1n detail, these include the types known as ‘Gredoria’, ‘Sunday letters’,
‘Holstein letters’, the ‘Mount of Olives blessing’/‘Blessing of weapons’,
the ‘Count’s amulet’ and ‘Charlemagne’s blessing’. Cf. Stiibe 1918, 7-9
and Vogt 1911, 589. On ‘Charlemagne’s blessing’ see Marco Heiles’
contribution in this volume as well.

manuscript cultures



108 KIENITZ | ON THE MATERIAL NATURE AND MAGICAL PURPOSE OF HEAVENLY LETTERS

Fig. 3a:'Wahrer Abdruck des Brieffes, welchen Gott mit eigener Hand mit giildenen Buchstaben geschrieben und
uns durch seinen Heil. Engel Michael zugesandt’ (‘True copy of the letter which God wrote in golden letters with
His own hand and sent to us through his holy angel Michael’). Dated 1790, found in Hamelin, Museumslandschaft
Hessen Kassel (MHK), folklore collection, 74 A 4, recto, inv. no. 1928/176.
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Fig. 3b:‘Wahrer Abdruck des Brieffes, welchen Gott mit eigener Hand mit giildenen Buchstaben geschrieben und
uns durch seinen Heil. Engel Michael zugesandt’ (‘True copy of the letter which God wrote in golden letters with
His own hand and sent to us through his holy angel Michael’). Dated 1790, found in Hamelin, Museumslandschaft
Hessen Kassel (MHK), folklore collection, 74 A 4, verso, inv. no. 1928/176.
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Fig. 3c:'Wahrer Abdruck des Brieffes, welchen Gott mit eigener Hand mit giildenen ... (2 Bltter.)'(‘True copy of the letter
which God wrotein golden . .. [2 pages.]'). Inventory sheet of 74 A4, inv. no. 1928/176, Museumslandschaft Hessen Kassel
(MHK), folklore collection.

found in letters entitled Sonntagsbrief (‘Sunday letter”) und von Jesu Christo ausgesandt ist, daB ihr nicht thut wie die

— along with a threat of punishment should the reader fail unverniinfthigen Thiere. Ich gebe euch sechs Tage darinnen

to observe this Christian duty. This is the message in the eure Arbeit fortzusetzen, und am Sontage in die Kirche zu

‘Hamelin Letter’, for instance, which dates to the year 1790 gehen, und mit Andacht Gottes Wort horen: Werdet ihr das

and is documented in the ethnological or folklore collection nicht thun, so will ich euch strafen mit Pestilenz, Krieg und

'[.26

of the Museum of Hessian History in Kassel (Fig. 3): theurer Zei

Wer am Sonntage arbeitet, der ist verdammt. Und also
gebiete ich euch, daf ihr des Sontags nicht arbeitet an euren
Giitern auch sonsten eine Arbeit thut: Thr sollet fleiBig zur
Kirche gehen, mit Andacht beten und eure Angesichter nicht
schmincken noch eure Haare krausen noch Hoffart fiir der Welt
treiben auch von eurem Reichthum den Armen mitteilen, und

glauben, dal dieser Brief mit gottlicher Hand geschrieben,

Anyone who works on a Sunday shall be damned. And so I
command you not to work on your goods on Sundays or do
any other work; you shall go to church [instead], pray with
devotion, and not powder your faces, or curl your hair, or be

haughty or let the poor know how wealthy you are; and you

2 MHK, 74 A 4, inv. no. 1928/176.
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must believe that this letter was written by a divine hand and
sent out [to you] by Jesus Christ, that you do not do as the
foolish beasts do. I give you six days in which to continue
your work, and to go to church on Sunday, and to hear with
devotion the word of God. If you do not do this, I shall punish

you with pestilence, war, and the hardest of times.

Besides Christians’ duty to observe Sundays, the Ten
Commandments were also important here. The letters also
contained instructions as to how the recipient should deal
with the document so that it could have a positive effect for
the user. The standard wording was as follows: ‘Get someone
else to make a copy of this letter’.”” Different versions of this
wording are rarer, such as this note: “Whoever reveals this
letter to people will be well rewarded for it and leave this
world cheerfully’.?

Using the so-called Mount of Olives phrase, the letter
evoked and formulated its own positive effect in many
different variations and thus the real purpose of the protective

spell (Fig. 4):

Im Namen Gottes des Vaters und des Sohnes und des heiligen
Geistes Amen. So wie Christus in Olgarten stille stand,
sollen alle Gewehre stille stehen. Wer dieses Geschriebene
bei sich trigt, den wird nichts schaden es wird Gott (ihn)
beschiitzen auf (vor) Dieben und Mordern es sollen ihnen
nichts (anhaben) Geschiitze Degen und Pistolen; alle
Gewehre miilen stille stehen, alle durch den heiligen Engel
Michael im Namen des Vaters des Sohnes und des heiligen
Geistes Amen. Gott sei mit mir! Wer diesen Segen bei sich
hat der wird vor Gefahr geschiitzt bleiben [...]. Wer diesen
Brief bei sich hat der wird nicht gefangen noch durch des
Feindes Waffen verletzt werden. [...] kann er nicht gestochen
noch geschossen werden auch am Leibe verletzt werden und

Fleisch und Gedirm sollen in ihm ungeschédigt bleiben.?

In the name of God the Father and the Son and the Holy
Spirit, amen. Just as Christ stood quietly in the Garden of
Olives, so shall all rifles be silent. The person who carries

this piece of writing on them will not be harmed by anything;

715GV Dresden, NaAS/K50/M2/14. As the paratext shows, the letter
originates from the German Erzgebirge (‘Ore Mountains’) ¢.1900.

3 Copy of a letter from Johann Philip Weltner, written ‘anno 1734’. ISGV
Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1.

2 ‘Haus- und Schutzbrief’, ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/MI.
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God will protect (him) from thieves and murderers; nothing
will (hurt) him; guns, swords and pistols — all guns must
stop shooting, ... all thanks to the holy angel Michael; in the
name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, amen. God
be with me! Whoever has this blessing with him will remain
protected from danger [...]. Whoever has this letter on him
shall not be captured, nor shall he be wounded by his enemy’s
weapons: [...] he cannot be stabbed or shot, nor can his body

be wounded, and his flesh and guts shall stay unharmed.

Furthermore, an imaginary owner of the letter in the text gave
advice on how to convince doubters of its effectiveness and
usefulness, for example by copying the letter and hanging it
around a dog’s neck; any attempt to kill the dog would fail
— proof of the document’s real power. In the final section,
God (the ‘author’ and ‘writer”) listed the draconian forms of
punishment that threatened all those who refused to comply

with the instructions and requirements in the letter:

Damit ihr euch hiitet vor Siinden, mit Gutem den Feiertag
haltet und in der Gottesfurcht lebet, werdet ihr die ewige
Seligkeit erlangen, thut ihr dies aber nicht, so werde ich
euch strafen mit Feur, Pest, Hunger und Krieg, und mit
einer anderen Strafe. Ich werde aussetzen einen Konig
wieder den andern, die Tochter wieder die Mutter, einen
Herrn wieder den andern, einen Bruder wieder den andern,
eine Schwester wieder den andern, eine Stadt wieder
die andern, und werde alsdann meine Hand von euch
zuriicknehmen, wegen eurer Ungerechtigkeit, werde ich
euch ergreifen und vertilgen hernach mit Donner und Blitz

und zweischneidigen Schwertern auf die Erde herabfahren.3

So that you may guard yourselves against sin, spend the
holiday doing good things and live in fear of God, you will
attain eternal happiness, but if you do not do this, I will punish
you with fire, plagues, hunger and war, and with another
form of punishment. I will set one king against another, a
daughter against her mother, one lord against another, one
brother against another, one sister against another, one city
against another, and then I will draw My hand away from
you because of your injustice, and I will seize you and then
destroy you with thunder and lightning and send double-
edged swords plunging down upon the Earth.

30 Letter written by My own hands’, ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1.
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Fig. 4a:'Haus- und Schutzbrief. Im Namen Gottes des Vaters und des Sohnes und des heiligen Geistes Amen. So wie Christus in Olgarten stillestand
sollen alle Gewehre stille stehen. (‘Letter of protection that includes the holder’s home. In the name of God the Father and the Son and the Holy
Spirit, amen. Just as Christ stood quietly in the Garden of Olives, so shall all rifles be silent.). Paper, undated, ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1, recto.
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Fig. 4b: ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1, verso.
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The ideal sequence of textual elements presented here can
only be found in this form in a few heavenly letters, however.
The opposite is generally the case, actually: a review of
both handwritten and early printed documents from past
centuries found in the archives revealed that no two texts
are alike and that the number of variations that exist in them
is very high. According to Stiibe, the archival copies could
be classified according to their age on the basis of just this
differing text structure. Starting from a ‘pure letter from
Heaven’ of the Gredorian®' type serving as a kind of ‘original
version’ and template which contained a text designed
uniformly, he said the copyists had used different models
and each turned them into new variants in the course of the
centuries. The more recent the exemplars were, the more the
original text had been expanded in the process of copying
it. Most of all, changes were made to it and repetitions
were created, which Stiibe assumed to be an indication of
‘strong, uncontrolled and uncultivated growth of the text’.2
He came to the conclusion that modern letters of this kind
from the nineteenth and twentieth century ‘unite different
subjects and motifs in a way that is completely arbitrary’ .3
In the following discussion, I will concentrate on the variety
known as the Holstein type, which Stiibe says had existed
ever since 1791, the beginning of the revolutionary wars in
France, and which had been widely used as ‘a heavenly letter
for the World War’ 3

In the following, my focus is not on the theological or
philological, text-critical treatment of these artefacts, but
rather on the question of the production and practical use
of such ‘magical’ manuscripts, the protective power of
which was highly controversial in the First World War.
Contemporary critics regarded the fact that many of these
letters had been found on the bodies of dead soldiers as
fundamental proof of their ineffectiveness,* and yet copying

a heavenly letter by hand for the writer’s husband, brother,

31 The term ‘Gredoria’ comes from the official title of some of the letters,
but it does not actually mean anything in any language. Some scholars
speculate that it might have been a malapropism of the Latin term gloria
(‘glory’, ‘praise’). See Figs 7, 8 and 13.

3 Stiibe 1918, 10.

3 Stiibe 1918, 5.

34 Stiibe 1918, 10.

35 Modersohn 1915.
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father or friend as a personal gift before they went off to
do service almost seems to have been a female duty on the
‘home front’, as it were, even in the early twentieth century.’®
The primary question, then, is what made people believe
in the notion of letters having innate magical power and
whether — or rather, how — this imaginary power was bound
to the specific material nature of these documents. Based on
a material-culture analysis of the artefacts, this study will
combine codicological questions about the use, design and
symbolic character of writing with an interpretive approach
from cultural anthropology that looks at the perspectives of
the various parties involved and their respective practices and
interpretations. The different levels of historical knowledge
production, which overlap in the material, must be considered
in a differentiated way, however. One of these levels concerns
the specific historical practice kept up by soldiers and their
womenfolk in the context of the wars fought in the nineteenth
and twentieth century. In this case, we need to ask questions
about the respective social, cultural and institutional
framework in which the manuscripts were produced and
used as apotropaic aids. The second level refers to the
rationalising strategies of interpretation and objectification
of the second and third order with which scholars in the
nineteenth and twentieth century classified and evaluated
the historical existence and use of heavenly letters within

existing time frames and their own disciplinary context.

Theologians and anthropological ‘players’: some meth-
odological questions and perspectives

Consequently, our sources of information should always
be examined with a view to how the scholars who were
making specific points positioned themselves in relation to
the practices that users actually adopted and how they drew
attention to themselves as enlightened academics with their
interpretations of what people understood to be strategies
of action. On the one hand, this is about the position of the
theologians, who strictly distinguished between faith and
superstition and decried the use of and belief in heavenly
letters as pure superstition. It was primarily representatives
of the Protestant Church who criticised heavenly letters

as remnants of an outdated Roman Catholic practice, viz.

36 See Foerster 1915, Krickeberg 1915, Staby 1915 and Stiibe 1917, among
others. Also see the contemporary accounts in the newspapers regarding
the use of heavenly letters: ,,Unpolitischer Tagesbericht™ (‘apolitical daily
report’) 1915; ‘Briefkasten (,,letterbox“), Frage (“question) 83* 1916,
ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1.
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venerating the saints, and thus as evidence of a misguided
superstitious practice. On the other hand, we find the
representatives of an early line of anthropological research
who had their own agenda, parallel to the theologians’;
although they did not engage in the same kind of heated
disputes as the theologians concerning the correct religious
interpretation of such letters, they did regard the soldiers’
practices in the field from a scientific viewpoint as well,
putting them down as ‘Soldatenaberglauben’ (‘soldier’s
superstition’).¥ The Swiss ethnologist Hanns Biichtold
(1886—-1941), for example, interpreted heavenly letters
as proof of ‘a strange mixture of different faiths, in which
ecclesiastical views intermingled with mystical, spiritualistic
ideas and remnants of ancient folk religion’.® They were
regarded as a sign that archaic parts of ‘folk belief” and the
population’s ‘true character’ or ‘ethnic soul” had survived into
modernity, parts which were each reactivated as a specific
form of popular religious belief under wartime conditions.
Béchtold’s German colleague, the anthropologist Adolf
Spamer (1883—-1953), in contrast, viewed Himmelsbriefe
much more rationally, saying they were ‘expressions of
people’s lives [...] that the war keeps on spilling over towns
and villages every day’.* In his opinion, these documents
ought to be collected systematically as evidence of what
modern wartime life is like and provide future generations
with information not only about the bloody part of the war,
but about ‘the entire population’s spiritual life in terms of its

feelings, thoughts and behaviour’.*

Bearing all this in mind, it is expedient to adopt a critical
view of the practice of collecting and assessing the value of
heavenly letters in the past and present. We shall now turn to
the magical manuscripts themselves, the main focus of this
article. What is of particular interest here is their layout and

the way the texts were designed, along with the connection

e, Spamer 1915, 48f. See Béchtold 1917, 17-22 on letters of protection.
Cf. the multi-part essay by an unknown author as well, which explicitly
refers to literature on cultural anthropology, H. M. 1919 and Beitl 1937.
38

Bichtold 1917, 2.
» Spamer 1915,3; see Kienitz and Miiller 2020.

40 Spamer 1915, 51.
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between the materiality and the performative aspects*! of
these pieces of writing, ‘addressing the agentive roles played
by the text and the material of the written sign’.? As well
as examining the physical and material aspects of these
historical artefacts, the social aspects of their materiality
will also be looked at here to investigate ‘the necessity of
studying the materiality of ancient texts in their physical
and social contexts’, in a similar way to the archaeologists
Joshua D. Englehardt and Dimitri Nakassis.” What was the
(professed) agency of these letters due to? Or rather, how
was it actually produced? Under what conditions were these
letters produced, by whom, and for whom? In what ways
were they used? And how can the relationship between
content, materiality and written form on the one hand and the
presumed or hoped-for effect of the artefacts on the other be
grasped in concrete terms? If all these different aspects are
taken into account, then the question arises of whether (or
rather, how) heavenly letters functioned as active components
of a network of players, ideas and actions, a network in
which ‘idea, behaviour and artefact’ were related to each
other and were ‘co-dependent’.* The assumption here is that
their agency primarily becomes visible in the connection —
i.e. the dynamics — existing between these different aspects
and relations. Presumably, the power of magical manuscripts
was neither intrinsic nor unilaterally evocable, but arose in
the interaction between the levels just mentioned.

Three aspects will be examined in more detail in the
following section. The first one concerns the production
of heavenly letters, or the ‘emergence of an artefact in the
hand of the producer’.* How meaningful is the handwriting
that was used to the agency of the artefact? What role did
handwriting play in a letter’s effectiveness? How exactly
was the writing (or rather, copying) done? And what does the
term copying actually mean in this case? How is the copying
reflected in the text itself — in its wording, the patterns it

contains and its layout, and is it possible to trace the process

M See Bryan Lowe’s talk, ‘Performing a Manuscript in the Ninth Century
and Translating It in the Twenty-first: Methodological Reflections for
Manuscript Studies’, at the conference Varieties and Patterns of Manuscripts
in Medieval Japan, 21 22 August 2018, at the Centre for the Study of
Manuscript Cultures, University of Hamburg.

“ Englehardt and Nakassis 2013, 10.
“ Englehardt and Nakassis 2013, 11.
44

Knappett 2002, 100.

4 Knappett 2002, 101.
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in the manuscript? The second aspect is the distribution of
such letters, meaning how the artefacts were embedded in
social relationships, so it is concerned with the material side
of social networks in a sense. What role do forms of human
relationships such as kinship play? What role does the gender
of the recipient and that of the letter-writer play in the making
and use of a manuscript and the power attributed to it?
Thirdly, the actual usage (or ‘consumption’) of these written
artefacts is addressed in view of the fact that they were
believed to possess divine power by the parties involved,
who all wished for protection. In what ways were the letters
actually used? Are there any instructions on using them
‘correctly’ in the manuscripts themselves or were these
discussed elsewhere? And where and how were the letters
worn as amulets? As a look at the archival sources makes
clear — both at the objects themselves and at the narratives
about the respective ways in which they were worn — the
active use of the letters clearly had an effect on the material
of which they were made, especially the surface of it
(Fig. 5). What we therefore also need to clarify is whether
and how traces of their use and the aura and effect they have
are connected and, in a further step, what role the scholarly

forms of reception play in objectifying these interpretations.

Magical lettering: the connection between writing and magical power

It is helpful to consider theological and philological theories
on the magical power of writing to address these questions. If
one follows the argumentation of the Swiss theologian Alfred
Bertholet (1868—1951), then the ‘Machtgeladenheit’ (‘power-
chargedness’)* or ‘Machthaltigkeit’ (‘innate power’)¥ of
writing is based on the idea of a numinous, divine authorship
of these texts and on the ‘magical’ presence the characters
have on the piece of paper. In addition, these properties
are also based on the notion of the artefacts possessing a
potentially miraculous agency. Initially, the social factor of
having only limited access to reading and writing played an
important role here. According to the Danish folklorist Bengt
Holbek (1933-1992), it was primarily the illiterate part of
the population that interpreted the process of writing as a
kind of magical practice. As he argues, the ‘writing itself,
the very letters, were seen as magical. The effect is not

associated with the text of the writing, but with the writing

4 Cf. Bertholet 1949, 7.

47 Bertholet 1949, 13.
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as such’.® The idea behind this was that the writer could also
exercise power over the characters he produced himself:
‘What appears to me to be the most characteristic feature of
the folklore about writing is that writing is interpreted as a
physical act of power. [...] a form of rhetoric, in which the
being one wants to influence becomes physically bound to
the medium one writes upon’.* If one follows this line of
argumentation, then the power of writing was not only founded
in the ‘visual signs’*® themselves, but was equally bound to
the process of writing and the nature of the writing surface.
As writing for everyday purposes became more popular,
however, people gradually stopped attributing magical pow-
er to objects.”! In place of that, the notion of writing posses-
sing magical power in the sense of ephesia grammata (my-
sticism surrounding letters) was transferred to combinations
of letters that appear strange or incomprehensible.”? Rudolf
Stiibe spoke of a Wortzauber (‘magic of words”) formed by
‘meaningless phrases, rows of letters, syllables, [and] com-
plexes of sounds that have a magical effect’.’® The attribution
of power and agency to writing was thus transferred ‘to some

special writing because ordinary writing has lost its nimbus;

Fig. 5a: ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K70/M3/1, folded together.

8 Holbek 1989, 191. The narratologist Sabine Wienker-Piepho also assumes
that the ‘ambivalent aura of writing’ is primarily due to the fact that ‘the
ability to write, writing and what is actually written’ was attributed a ‘high,
numinous value’ by large parts of the rural population, Wienker-Piepho
2000, 330.

* Holbek 1989, 192.

50 Englehardt and Nakassis 2013, 11.

51 On the importance of writing in everyday culture, see Goody 1986.

52 Bertholet 1949, 14f, and 35.

53 Stiibe 1918, 45.
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Fig. 5b: The letter beginns with the words ‘Ein Graf hatte einen Diener, den wollte er fiir seinen Vater K. E. H. das Haupt abschlagen lassen.
Wie nun solches geschehen sollte, hatte der Scharfrichter nicht abschlagen kénen’ (‘A count had a servant whose head he wanted to cut
off for his father, K. E. H. When this was supposed to happen, the executioner was unable to cut it off’). ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K70/M3/1,
recto. According to documentation in the archive (ISGV Dresden, CSB, Himmelshrief 119), the owner, who came from Ludwigslust, said he
had carried the letter on him from WWI until 1966 and was sure nothing had happened to him because of it.
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2 $

Fig. 5¢:1SGV Dresden, NaAS/K70/M3/1, verso.
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it is used by too many’.** The idea of — or rather, desire for
— written communication with God was also based on this
symbolic glorification of writing. Letters from Heaven, for
example, were regarded as ‘a particularly revealing chapter
of the apotheotic idealisation of writing and literacy’, similar
to the biblical portrayal of God handing down the Decalogue
to Moses on tablets of stone or clay.”® Seen against the back-
drop of the historical debate on God’s ability to write, these
letters served as evidence that Christ himself had written a
letter to the faithful, the particular power of which had to be

shared and maintained by specific forms of reproduction.’

First of all, a central aspect of this genre of manuscripts
will be examined in terms of the letters’ production, namely
the question of the link that exists between the production
and distribution of heavenly letters and the agency ascribed
to them, and what dynamics existed that influenced this
relationship. According to the ‘fable about their origin’, as
Vogt called it,” the very existence of such letters was based
on the idea of a handwritten copy (Fig. 6). Although the
individual sections of heavenly letters vary, depending on
what type of letters they are,*® one consistent feature of them
that is important in all the surviving manuscripts is that they
tell their own history, according to which each letter was
written by Christ or God Himself and brought down to Earth
by the Archangel Michael. The letters we are concerned
with here mention different places and dates when people
were first confronted with them in their ‘original’ form,
which obviously relate to different wartime events as well.
Legend has it that these divine appearances always took place

*5% above

in a church. The heavenly letter ‘hovered in the air
the baptismal font, avoiding any attempts by those present

to catch and possess it. Written in ‘golden characters’,% it

54 Holbek 1989, 192. The emphasis is in the original version.

55 Wienker-Piepho 2000, 321.

56 Regarding the issue of whether God and His son can actually write, see
Spener 1844 and Bertholet 1949, 10.

57 Vogt called this section the ‘fable about their origin’ (598) or the ‘fable of
the heavenly provenance of the Sunday letter’. Vogt 1911, 586, 609—11.

58 See the accounts in Olbrich 1908, Abt 1909, Vogt 1911 and Stiibe 1918
on the matter.

5 Stettler 1985.

8 The note that the letter was written in ‘golden characters’ needs to be
examined in more detail with regard to the meaning and use of golden
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only turned to the person who wanted to copy it: ‘It moves
away from anyone who wants to snap at it, but it tilts towards
anyone who wants to copy it and then opens itself up’.®" As
we can see here, the reproduction of the original version
by the handwritten copy is already part of the legend about
its creation, including the ‘fact’ that it may not be touched
because of its divine origin.? In the letter itself, it explicitly
states that it should be copied and passed on to someone
else as a result of any human encounter with it: “This letter
shall be copied [and passed on] from person to person ...’, it
said — a clear instruction by virtue of which the power of the
protective magic associated with the artefact was meant to
be preserved.

This wording only changed in later versions created in the
nineteenth century, parallel to the emergence of mass production,
and it was then amended as follows: “This letter shall be passed
on from one person to another in written or printed form ...”.® In
this case, the variant of the handwritten copy is still mentioned
as being a prerequisite for the recipient to be able to benefit
from the letter’s divine power. But the reference to the letter
being distributed as a printed version suggests that both possible
forms of reproduction — handwriting and printing — were
available at that time and were also taken into consideration in
the instructions on how users should handle the original letter. A
number of questions arise here concerning the change of media
just mentioned, especially regarding the relationship between
handwriting and printing, not to mention the validity of and
power ascribed to the different versions. Did this transition
from handwriting to printing only take place in one direction
or did both variants continue to exist parallel to each other? In
this case, we need to look for pointers as to whether a change
from printing to handwriting was also possible after moving
from handwriting to printing, or whether (and if so, how) these
medial variants can be linked to the respective context in which
the letters were used.

characters in medieval Gospels, for instance. See Trost 1991. I would like to
thank Bruno Reudenbach for this information.

81 Branky 1902, 150.
62 Speyer 1970, 38.
8 This example is from John 1900, 51.

64 See Benne 2015, 26-28.
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Fig. 6a: ‘Brief von meinen Hénden Geschrieben’ (‘Letter written by My own hand’). In German Kurrentschrift. ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1.
Eight pagesinall, herep. 1.
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Fig. 6b: ISGV Dresden NaAS/K91/M1. The writer changed to Latin script to write the magic words ‘[I] Am Kestus, Bestus, Mornen, Sibusch,
Muaenent, Jesus, Mary Josephon p. 6.
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The practice of copying letters: rules for making an
authorised copy

What exactly did this copying look like, what conditions was
it subject to and how did the copying affect the layout of
the letters? The power of writing did not just catch people’s
attention in a religious context, but in connection with
magical words and phrases as well, which were particularly
intriguing, it seems. According to contemporary experts on
folklore and theology, the writing of magical words was a
key factor in their power because spoken language was
considered transitory and ephemeral. ‘If a magical effect
is to last, then just saying the spell out loud is usually not
enough; it has to be recorded, [i.e.] written down’, noticed
the Wroclaw theologian Adolf Wuttke (1819-1870) in his
standard work on current superstition among Germans, Der
deutsche Volksaberglaube der Gegenwart.® In a further step,
Stiibe compared the process of copying with the transferral
of saints’ mortal remains or lending of relics in the Middle
Ages, practices by which ‘the sphere of influence’ these
artefacts had could be increased. In his interpretation,
‘distributing the letter by copying it [...]” was ‘a form of
“transmission” through which the power of the letter was to
be increased’.%

The copying and duplication of the original letter was thus
part of the attribution of magical power to it in two respects.
According to this logic, the owner of a heavenly letter was
responsible for the agency of his copy himself and ought
to carefully consider whom he gave it to for the purpose of
copying it. Anyone who lent the letter to a person who quite
obviously did not believe in its protective effect — such as a
sceptical folklorist or a theologian who rejected the whole
thing as mere superstition — ran the risk of his own ‘original
copy’ losing its effect this way. If it turned out that the letter
of protection did not work in the face of danger, then the
bearer himself was to blame because of his attitude. The
literature on folklore research provides a host of examples
of this kind. The criminologist and folklorist Albert Hellwig
(1880-1950), a licutenant and member of an ammunition
column, searched for heavenly letters during his stay in the
field and reported in 1916 about an encounter he had had
with two brothers who had each received such a letter from
their mother.” One of the brothers, the gunner Karl E., had

%5 Wuttke 1869, 166. See Nemec 1976, 99104 as well.
% Stiibe 1918, 43.

57 Hellwig 1916, 474,
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reluctantly lent his own letter to Hellwig for him to copy it —
‘all the more so since I made no secret of the fact that I did
not believe in its effectiveness’, Hellwig explained. Later,
when Karl was seriously wounded despite him carrying
his letter from Heaven around with him, both brothers had
apparently interpreted the injury as punishment for lending
the letter to someone who did not believe in its miracle
power. Another explanation about the loss of its power
that Hellwig recounted was that ‘a mistake had been made
while copying the letter, which rendered the whole letter
ineffective’.® The folklorist Karl Olbrich (1865-1931), who
served in the war as an officer, discovered that his boy did
not even want to show him his heavenly letter: ‘But I can’t
show you that!” was always the response he got, from which
Olbrich concluded that ‘the spell loses its power by being
made known to others’.%

According to the contemporary logic of those who used
heavenly letters, then, copying was not just copying, but its
performance and effectiveness were linked to the context and
the writer’s intentions and legitimation (to him- or herself).
The reason for feeling that a letter had lost its magical
quality due to its unauthorised reproduction was the fact that
the copyist’s intention of making a copy of it for scientific
purposes was obviously believed to be likely to damage its
aura. Collectors required precise copies of such letters to be
made, but not because it was important to them to preserve
the letter’s value as a magical ‘gift’ — on the contrary. The
type of mechanical copying that was called for thus did not
follow the instructions or use the set phrases formulated
in the manuscript itself to lend it its magical power. As
we can argue here with reference to Alfred Gell, the lack
of miraculous power in this case was due to the fact that
the purely technical character of a copy made for reference
purposes in the sense of indexicality was not the same as
authentication, i.e. the simultaneous transferral of meaning
to the newly created manuscript in the sense of iconicity.”
Here it becomes clear that there were different categories
of authenticity and that those who used the letters had to
differentiate exactly and decide who was entitled to copy the
letter in such a way that not only a fechnical copy of it was

created, but a copy that could become an effective original

88 Hellwig 1916, 51.
69 .
Olbrich 1917, 144.

0 gee Knappett 2002, 108. Knappett refers to Alfred Gell’s terminology and
argumentation here.
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itself. In order to produce such power and create ‘authorised
copies’,”" the intention behind the process of copying had to
be one that re-authenticated the letter in handwriting terms
by believing in it and distinguished it in its function as a

‘divine gift’ from a mere copy made for its own sake.

Samples of writing and writing skills

As many of the archived examples of heavenly letters show,
the writing skills of their authors varied considerably. If
the artefacts are judged according to codicological and
palaeographical criteria, then certain letters such as the one
handed over to the Museum of Hessian History in Kassel in
1928 exhibit a high degree of skill at writing (Fig. 3). This
particular letter, which is apparently from Hamelin and was
penned in 1790, is a ‘true copy of the letter which God wrote
in golden letters with His own hand and sent to us through
his holy angel Michael ...”.”2 This is evident from the regular
handwriting, which is clearly legible, the regularity of the
line spacing, the low number of mistakes and corrections
it contains and the regular page layout. The fluent use of
German Kurrentschrift (a style of cursive handwriting once
used in Germany) also indicates that the author was an
experienced writer. The ornamentation of the capital letters
in the title line indicates that the writer was familiar with
official writing and probably worked in an office, which is
additionally confirmed by the reclamantes, i. e. by the way
in which the handwriting runs from one page to the next (as
in an official document) and it always runs up to the margin,
but no further.

The folkloristic collectors also recorded and commented
on the writers’ (lack of) skills in very clear terms. Albrecht
Dieterich, a philologist and religious scholar (1866—1908),
found that a ‘most awkward hand’ had been at work in the
majority of heavenly letters he examined.”® Karl Olbrich,
a German officer posted to the front who collected a
large number of such letters, believed he could even tell
how quickly the author of a letter had written it from its
appearance; he noted ‘what painstaking care’ the copyists

had taken to reproduce them slowly, letter by letter, word

" Wienker-Piepho 2000, 324f.

2 Museum of Hessian History in Kassel, Volkskundesammlung
(Ethnographic Collection), 74 A 4, inv. no. 1928/176. The year 1790 is
not mentioned in the letter itself, so this information probably comes from
when it was first documented and possibly refers to the year the letter was
created.

7 Dieterich 1901, 10.
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by word.” The original Himmelsbriefe from Adolf Spamer’s
collection in Dresden also show a lack of routine in writing
and presenting texts, as their layout and handwriting reveal.”

In addition, however, the differences between an original
from a soldier’s possessions and a copy made for scientific
purposes are clearly apparent in the artefacts themselves.
On the one hand, there are obvious traces of use, which
shall be discussed in more detail in a moment. On the other
hand, the letters that were actually used as amulets were
mostly designed without any margin, as if the front and
back of the unlined paper had to be filled up right to the
edge of the page. The writing is clumsy and the lines are not
spaced apart evenly; some of them even overlap. The fact
that many of these texts contain insertions and corrections
suggests that the copy was made in a hurry or the content
was actually dictated to the writer and that little attention
could be paid to writing perfectly or even carefully to
transfer the contents of one original letter to another one.”

7 ‘inventive

Copyists’ mistakes: ‘slips of the pen™ and
arbitrariness ™

Only when these letters are transcribed carefully does it
become clear that the process of copying a text — which
was partly meant to recreate originality — was often
nothing more than a mechanical exercise. The copies
were obviously intended for personal use and meant to
be magical, and the way they were organised was rather
disorderly. Even contemporary experts assumed that this
could have been a case of ‘fleeting and thoughtless copying

[...] by untrained hands’™

since the writer obviously lacked
a deeper understanding of the subject matter. Apart from
the malapropism of individual terms, this was indicated by
omissions of words. There are cases, though, where parts
of sentences or even whole paragraphs have been copied
twice, which Olbrich reckons must either have been due

to lack of attention or the idea of two passages being better

74 Olbrich 1917, 145.

5 See ‘Ein Graf hatte einen Diener’ (‘A count had a servant’). ISGV
Dresden, NaAS/K70/M3/1 (Fig. 4).

76 Bertholet, however, refers to the duty a writer has towards the written text and
to ‘the emphasis placed on [producing] the most accurate version of the written
text possible if it is to have full effect’; see Bertholet 1949, 32.

77 See Dieterich 1901, 10.

78 See Wuttke 1869, 168.

7 Olbrich 1897, 91.
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than just one, making the magic stronger.® However, certain
slips of the pen suggest that the spelling mistakes could
have been due to a dialect or unclear pronunciation, which
would mean that the texts may have been written down
from memory and in the copyist’s own dialect or dictated
(this would explain mistakes like ‘Gereina’/ ‘St. Gemeine’
instead of ‘St. Germain’, ‘Mademburg in Prussia’ instead
of ‘Magdeburg’,®" ‘Preisen’ instead of ‘PreuBen’ [Prussia],
‘Perlen’ instead of ‘Berlin’ and ‘Resetenz’ instead of
‘Residenz’).® Julius Jordan, a vicar from Warendorf who
received a copy of a heavenly letter from a dying craftsman
while working as a hospital chaplain, interpreted exactly
this kind of mistake as the result of a long-term copying
process and thus as a phenomenon to do with perception:
‘The numerous variants, which are certainly more than
just spontaneous spelling mistakes, really are characteristic
witnesses of a long journey from one hand to the next’.®
However, there are also indications that these could be
deliberate regional adaptations that were intended to
authenticate the ‘fable of origin’ by naming familiar sites
and significant dates of military campaigns and wartime
events in the region (e.g. ‘found in Rendsburg’, ‘found
in Magdeburg’ or ‘found in Berlin’).* In many cases,
though, the place names mentioned were simply made up
(‘Rodergau’, ‘Rudena’, ‘Redamu’, ‘Wanda’ and countless
others). The fact that a copyist was inexperienced in writing
down the words of a text he read or had read out to him on
a blank sheet of paper and occasionally failed to understand
the meaning of the sentence either is shown by mistakes
like ‘Goldstein’ instead of ‘Holstein’, ‘kann nicht gehangen
werden’ instead of ‘kann nicht gefangen werden’, ‘Olgraben’

instead of ‘Olgarten’ and ‘Tdgen’ rather than ‘Degen’ or

8 Olbrich 1897, 91. In a version of the text from 1908, Olbrich goes into
more detail about the crude compilation of the text ‘according to the principle
of “two is better than one™’. One of the letters he examined could therefore
‘serve as a textbook example of how our compiled letters of protection
might have come into being in the first place’; see Olbrich 1908, 48.

81 Dietrich 1911, 248.

82 References to slips of the pen and misreadings can particularly be found
in Vogt 1911, 609f. Kirchner called for the texts to be read out loud, as
he presumed ‘one will realise what sense is hidden in the nonsense if one
surrenders [sic!] to the sound of the phonetics and not to their written form’;
Kirchner 1908, 21.

8 Jordan 1908, 335.
8 See Kohler 1898, 117 on this point; he developed the thesis that one

‘adapts the place where [the heavenly letter] was found to the place where it
is needed so as to sanctify it’.
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‘Segen’.¥ This equally applies to the adoption of terms that
were spelt correctly, but did not make sense at that particular
point in the text. In another case, the intended haemostatic
effect of a letter from Heaven we see in the words ‘wenn
einem die Nase blutet’ (‘if one’s nose bleeds’) got changed
to the more ominous ‘wen einem die Strafe blutet’ (‘whoever
awaits punishment’), possibly because the capital letter N could
also be read as St in German cursive script at the time.%

While many of the folkloristic collectors and reporters
tacitly corrected these apparent errors when the transcribed
copies were being published in order to present a coherent,
well-written text, in 1901 Dieterich specifically addressed
‘slips of the pen’ he had identified himself and by doing so
made readers aware that he had adapted the original himself
to make it more understandable for them. In one letter from
Heaven that he had a copy of, for example, it originally said
that the letter “liber der Tanche flétig strebte’, which is utter
nonsense; in Dieterich’s opinion, though, it ought to have
said ‘liber der Taufe ... schwebte’, which means ‘hovered
over the baptismal font’. Nonetheless, Dieterich had to admit
that some of the passages in the text had remained a mystery
to him, however: ‘was sich in flitig verbirgt, kann ich nicht
sagen’ (‘I can’t say what flitig is supposed to mean’).¥

Both the manuscript examples and the comments in
them suggest that the reason why those who wrote the
letters replaced terms with others was mainly because they
did not understand the content; they changed words with
which they were not familiar or which they simply were
unable to decipher in the handwritten pattern of text. By
doing this, they altered the content, creating new elements,
some of which were mysterious, incomprehensible words
that reinforced the numinous character of the text for
contemporary recipients in the course of further copying
and distribution.® In one case, for example, a writer had
modified the passage about the baptismal font, turning it
into something that sounded miraculous: ‘iiber Tausende
zu Statagami’ (literally, ‘about thousands to statagami’).
Another writer added meaningless ‘magical’ words to it and
used Latin script to mark the magic in them: ‘Bin Kestus,
Bestus, Mornen, Sibusch, Muaenent. Jesus, Maria Joseph’

(literally, ‘[I] am Kestus, Bestus, Mornen, Sibush, Muaenent.

8 See Vogt 1911, 618 regarding these examples.
8 See the commentary in Schiitze 1912, 345, 352 on this point.

8 Dieterich 1901, 10.

8 Bertholet 1949, 34-36.
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Nimmeld - Bric,

welcher mit goldenen Buchitaben gefchricben, wnd su feben ift in der Michaclis- Kivche ju St. German,

Gredoria genannt, allwo der Brief uber der Taufe {chmwebt.

G

A
N )
&\\\)"\‘i\
T, ) %
70
G\
\

Bor dir, o Gott! fich Findkich febeuen, Snaflem, was id thu’ und denfe, ©ieb, daf ich ftets ju Herzen nehme, Um deines Beifalls mich ju freuen,
St unfee aflevgrdfite Prlicht. 3 fafy, Here, das meine Weisheit fein, Dafs du allgegenrartig bift, Grrecte fteten Senft in miv,
Ren Menfc Fann detner Huld fich freuen, Daf ich mein Hers jur Sorgfalt lenfe, Und, vas 3u thun mich ecnftlich fchame Berborg’ne Simden felbft ju fdeuen,

Durch dinen Geift, Denn wet hoch Quft qur Sage bat, . Der Pefall ciner ganen ém-vu-f ¢ Du Herr, ecbdpmft, dich patectiche

Sdheu’t er dein heilig Auge nidt. WBoc jeder Stinde mich ju febeu’n. 2Wasg dir, mein Gott, jurwider ift. Damit ih nie den Tvoft verlier’s «
R sin® in mie Jreh u - : - X 4
9)«!9 gu;’wt por si'pfoié Findlich Heift. Der mm)rt'x dich nidht in de¥Ehat. Dilft dem ja nichts, der dir mifal Der Schwadhen, die nur fivchten dich!

5. 5 7. 8.

Sa, Bater, (af mit Furcht und ittern Gieb, daf iy fiets ein qut Gewiffen Sn deiner Guecht faf mich frets wandefn, n deiner Fuecht laf mich einft frerben,
Mich fyaffen meine SeligEeit. ! Lo dic ju haben forgfam feis Und iberall, audy oo ich fei, €o fdrecft mich weder Tod noch Grab,
Soll nichts mein ewig Gt erfehiittern, Und mache von den Hinderniffen, RNach deiner BVorfchrift vedlich handeln. So wer’d iy jenes feben evben,

o (af mich in der Gnadenseit, Sut wahren Tugend , felbft mid frei. Du haffeft alle Heuchelei. Daju dein Sohn fich fir mich gab.
it Bouficde alles Uncecdt flieh'n, i t der Welt Wee dicd pon Hevsen fcheu’t und ehut, Gott! deine Fuecht bringt Segen ein,
Und nue um deine Gunft bemihn. ) su thun, was b gefallt. ue vee ift div, o BVater , werth. She Lobn wivd grof im Himmel fein

@out’ idy meinem Gott nidt fingen ? L ) %Cil denn ohne Siel und Ende,
Solit’ idh ihm nicht dantbar feyn ? s Bater, deine Gnaden find,

$ab’ idh dody in_allen Dingen, So erheb’ i) Hevy und Hande
So viel Anfag mid) ju freun. Sreudig su dir, als dein Kind;

O, ¢8 ift ja_nidys als Licbe, = 5 Bitte: wollfi mir Gnade geben,
Die fein BVaterhers bewegr, Div mein ganyes Hevy u weihn,
Die mid) mic Eebavmen trdge, , Deiner Licbe mich su frewn,

QWBenn icy feinen AWillen tibe. f Gang su deinem Rubm ju leben,
Alles wabret feine Seit ; i = Bis ich dich nadh diejer Jeit
Sottes Liek in Ewigkeit. Z Lieh’ und [ob’ in Ewigkeit.

=
g[lfo gebiete id) eudh, baff ibr des Sonntags nicht arbeitet an euren Giterh, und fonft Feine Arbeit thut, fondern feifiig in die Kivche gebet und mit Andadye betet, eute BHaare nidyt
Fraugelt, noc) Hoffarth in der Welt treibet, und von eurem Reichebum ven Armen mictheilet und glaubet, daf idy diefen Brief von meiner Hand in Jefu Chrifio ausgefandt, bamit
ibr nidt thut wie die unve ninftigen Thiere. e gebe eudh fechs Tage eure Avbeit foreyufelen, und am Senntage frlip in die Kirche ju geben, die Heilige Predige und Gottes Toore
3u bdren; werdet ifr dag ndhe thun, fo will idy euch firafen mic Peftilens, Krieg und theurer Qeit.  ch gebiete eudy, vaf lL\r‘ Des Qoamfrggs nicyt 3u [pat\arbcl:et, des @nn{xtagiyvnnlg
in Der Kivche mit Federmann, Fung und Alt, andachtig fir eure Stnven betet, daf fie euch vergeben mwerden. Schmodret niche Eoéi;amg bei meinem Samen, begebret mcf)t Silber
oder Gold, und fehet niche auf fleifchliche Lifte und Begierden, denn fobald idy eudy erfchaffen pabe, fobald ann icy euch aud) wieder jernichten. Einer foll den andeen niche ddten mic
et Sunge und follet nicht falfch hinser den Ricten eures Nachiten feyn.  Freuet eudy eurer Giter, und eures Reichtbums nice.  Ehree Q}a'm: und Mucer. Redet nict falid) Seugnif wider
euen Nachften fo gebe ichuch Gefundheit und Segen.  Und wer diefen Brief nicht glaubet und fich darnady niche richtet, der wird feitt Glact nod) Segen b(\bvl!.' Diefen Brief foll einer dem
andetn gefchricben, oder gedructe jubommen laffen, und wenn ifr fo viel Sinden gechan hattet als Sand im Meere, Laub auf ven Baumen und Sterne am Himmel find, ,f" follen fie eud)
vergeben werden, wenn ibr glaubet und thut, was diejer Brief eudy faget, wer das aber niche glaubet, dev foll frerben. Befebret cllf{), over ibr werdet ewiglich) gepeinige werden, und
iy werde euch fragen am jingften Tage, dann werdet iBr mic Untwort geben miflen wegen enren vielen Snbden. MWer diefen Vrief in feinem Haufe bat odet el fich frage, dem
wird Fein Donnermwetter fehaden , und ibe follt vor Gever und Waffer bebiicet werden. Weldhe Frau den Brief bei ficy tragt, die witd cine liebliche Frucht mic frohlichem Anblict jur
QBelt bringen. Daltet meine Gebote, die id) euh durd) meinen Sugel Michael gefande Habe,
Cin fdydnes dyrifiliches Gebet, ju jeder Stunde ded Tages ju beten. ¢ g i
Gs bat uns heifen treten, o Gote! dein (ieber Sobn mit berslichen Gebeten vor deinem Hohen Thron, und uns mit theuren Namen Crfdrung jugefagt, daf man in feinem RNamen nue
bitter flet und Elage; darauf Fomm’ ich gegangen in dicfer bangen Stund; ad laf mich doch erlangen, was ich aus Herjensgrund an dich, mein Gote, begebre int Namen Fefu Chrift wnd
gndvig mir gewdbre, was Seelen niflich ift; niche aber mic ju geben bite’ ich aus deiner Hand: Geld, Gut und langes Leben, fein Qbr’ nod) hohen Seand, benn;b!eles xv]'i nur nidytig und
lauter @itelfeit, vergdnglich, f{dmach und flacheig und fehmindet mit der Jeit. Sy bitte mir ju fchenfen ein frommes Feufdyes Herg, das nuunwn_nebrﬂ\nla_g benfen auf ficverlichen Schery, das
ftets mit Riebe flammet gu dir Gott himmelan, und alle Luft verdammet der laftervollen Badu; Hernach (af mich gewinn’n durd) deine grofie Sraft: Kunjt, Weisheit, Elugen Sinn, Berffand
und Wiffenfthaft, daf all mein Thun und Handeln dir mag gefallia feyns laf vor der Welt mich wandeln wobl obne falfdhen Schein, fo wirds von jenen alfen, gmnb, Leben, €ht’ und
Geld auf meine Seite fallen, fo viv es, Gott gefdll. Man muf die Seel’ erft {hmiicken, fo witft du alfgemad) den feib aud) {dydn begliicfen, Gfuct folge der Tugend nach.  Amen.

Fig. 7: ‘Himmels-Brief, welcher mit goldenen Buchstaben geschrieben, und zu sehen ist in der Michaelis-Kirche zu St. German. ' (‘Heavenly letter which is written in
golden characters and can be seen in Michaelis Church in St German.). Dated to ¢. 1800, paper, 42 x 34 cm, woodcut, stencil colouring, letterpress printing, collection
at the Museum of European Cultures (MEK), Berlin.
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Se[ufs Chriftus zu finden it

Jm Wort, da nan von Sefu lef't.
Jefus gibt Heil und Seligheit

Dem, ber iGm bienet alleseit.

Ter fich) des Tamens IJefu trbit't,
Der witd. durd) Sefum Chyift exfdf’t.
Sefu, dem lichen Rindelein,
Dem_ferglicben Jefufein

Sei Lob und Preid! O Jefur. mild, \
Schitt’ du ung ftetd durd) deinen Sehild.
®ib uns, Pere I, beine Guav, D
Dafy uns Welt, Tenfel, Tod nidit jdjad”.

B
e

(ﬁe\mﬁ ift der Tob, ungewif ift ber Tag'
Die Stund’ anch niemand ywifien mag,
Drum tvaw’ auf Sott und dent’ dabei
Dafy jede Stund’ die lepte fei. i
Jm Qeiden habe guten Miut,

Hud liebe den, Der Leid div tut.

/greu’ bid) von Hevzen in Schwachbeit.
Das ift die ganze Bolfommenbeit,

©o geht e3 gu in alfer Jeit,

Tu' mir bie Liebh’, ich tu bir Leid,

Hilf miv auf, i) ftof dich nieder,

Ghe' mich grop, i) jchind’ bich mwieber,
Gage widht alled, wa3d du weift,
®faube nidt allés, wad du horft, —
Richte nicht alled, was du fiebit.

Schaden und Gefabr.
und Segen diber und walt,
ein veines Wort exhoit
! burdy den Jtamen bein
Gib miv ein felig Stindeleln ;
©tebe miv bei am lepten End’,
_ Mimun meine @eel’ in Deine Haubd’.

Simumels-Vrief,
Wird qenannt Credoria

{jo gebiete ich) euch, daf ihr de8 Sommtags nieht arbeitet an euren Gittern, mud fonit

feine rbeit tut, jondern jollt fleifig jur Sirche geben und mit Anbdacht beten, eure Haare
nidht frdufeln, und Hoffahet in der Welt treiben, und von euvem Reichtum den Armen mitteilen
und glauben, dafy id) diefen Brief von meiner Haud, i JESU CHRISTDO, audgejandt, damit
ibr nicht tut wie die unverninftigen Tieve. I gebe euch feh8 Tage, eure Urbeit fortjufesen,
wid am Sonntage friifh in die Rirdhe su gehen, die heilige Predigt und Gotted Wort su hisren;
werdet thr dag nicht tun, fo will idh euch ftrofen mit Peftilens, RKrieg und teurer Jeit. S
gebiete euch, dafy ihr De8 Sonnabends nicht zu fpdt arbeitet, b8 Sonntagd frith in der Rirde
mit Jebermann, Jung und Alt, anbddchtig fiir eure Sitnden betet, damit fie eud) vergeben werden.
Sdywiret nicht bodhaftig bei meinem Namen, begehret nicht Silber ober Gold, umd fehet nicht
auf fletichliche Litjte und Begierden; denn fobald ih euc) erjchaffen Habe, fobald fann ich eudh
auch wicder vernichten. Einer joll en anbern nicht tidten mit der Bunge, und fjollet nicht fatich
gegen euren Nadjjten Hinter dem Riiden fein. Freuet euc euver Giiter und eured Reichtums
nidt. Ghret Vater und Mutter. Rebet nicht falich Beuguid wider euren Nachten, fo gebe id)
eud) Gejundheit und Segen. Wer aber diefen Brief nicht glaubet und fidy) darnach nicht richtet,
ber witd fein Gfiif und Segen Hoben. Diefen Brief joll einer Dem anbern gejdhricben ober
gedruct gufommen faffen: und wenn ihv fo viel Sinden getan Bittet, ald8 Sand am Meere,
Laub auf den Biumen und Sterne am Himmel find, follen fie eudy vergeben Yerden, wemn ihr
glaufet und tut, wad diefer Brief euc) fehret und faget; wer dad aber nicht glaubet, ber foll
iterben.  Belehret ench, oder ifhr werdet ewigfich gepeinigt werden, und id) werde eudy fragen am
jiingften Tage, dann werdet ihr mir Antwort geben mitffen wegen euver viefen Sitnben. Wer
den Brief in femem Huje hat oder bei fich trigt, dem twird fein Donnenwetter jhaden, unbd ihr
Joflt vor Feuer und Waffer behiitet werben. Welche Frau ten Brief bei fich trigt, unbd fich
davnad) ridytet, die witd eine liebfiche Frucht und fedhlichen Anblick ouf die Welt bringen. Haltet
meine Gebote, die i) euch durch meinen Engel Michael gefandt Habe.

Nr. 202,

@in ffones driftlides Gebef, alle Tage and Siunden ju beten.
DTT bejfjeeret, Hoffung ermabret. Ach Gott, ik bitte, verlaff mid) nicdht. Wer Gott
vertraut, Hat wohl gebaut, Den will ev nicht veclafjen; of jhon bie Feinde didy verfolgen

und Haffen, fo tvaw’ auf ©ott, er with dich auch e feiner Not verlaffen. Je gudfer die RNot,
je nder ift ®ott. Trinf und i, Gott und bie Armen nicht vecih. Gottes Gitt’ und Trew'
ift alle Movgen new. Was Gott tut erquiden, fann Niemand unterbritden. Gott ift bie
Seinen finten, aber nidht ertvinfen. b traw’ auf Gott allein, menidhliche Hiffe ift zu Eein:
ot weif wob Hiffe und Rat, wenn Menjdentilf ein Eude hai. IMit Goit fang’ deine Sachen
an, fo wird e8 guten Fortgang Ham. Gott hab’ vor Augen und fein Wort, bann geht dir's
wobl fo fier a(® dort. Wev willig gibt den Armen, deffen wird fich Gott ecbavmen. Wer jum
Himmel ift ectoren, ftechen tiglich Difteln und Dorven. Jammer, Sreuz, Elend, Angft und Not,
ift aller Ghriften thglicy Brot. IJm Ungliid hab’ e’ Lowenmut, auf Gott tvaw’, 8 wird werder
gut, ja beffer, al@ man foffen tut. Bu div, Her Jeju, Gottes Sobhn, fteht meines Hevgend
reud’ und Wonw'. Mein Rubm, mein Troft, mein Hochites Gut ift mir, Herv Chrift, bein
teured Blut, Sorg’ und forge nicht gu viel, 8 gejehicht doch) wad Gott Haben will. Der
Ghriften ey auf Rofen geht, wenw's mitten unterm Rreuze fleht. Verzage nict im Rreuge
bein, nad) Regen folget Sonnenichein. Heve Jeju, ber fiige TName dein, erquide miv die Seele
mein.  Here Sefu Chrift, mein Trojt und Freud’, ich traw’ auf dich au jeder Beit. O frommer
Ghrift, hic feid’ und meid’, bald fommt bavauf-die gute Beit. Bielleicht fommt der wohl itber
Nacht, ter uller Not ein Ende macht. Rirchengehen verjumet nicht, Almofen geben armet nicht.
DBete vein, und fchi’ vich tlein; arbeite fein, traw auf Gott allein, die Sorge laf Gott befohlen
fein!  men. Gott, der du deine Luft im Himmel Haft u wohnen,

Jm Wejen einig bift, dreieintg in Perjonen:

©ott Bater, Sofn und Geijt, all’ die dich rufen an,

Sein Gott mic ohne didh den Himmel geben fann.

Drud u Berlag von Guijtap Kiihn in Reu-Ruppin

Fig. 8:"Himmelsbrief genannt Gredoria' ('Letter to Heaven called “Gredoria”). Picture sheet no. 202, Gustav Kiihn, Neuruppin, Picture-sheet no. 202, ¢.1880, 39,5 x 32
cm, collection at the Museum of European Cultures (MEK), Berlin.
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Fig. 9:‘Copia oder Abschrift des Himmelsbriefs' (‘Copy or transcript of the letter from heaven’). Dated (6lIn (Cologne) 1802, paper, woodcut, 44,1x 37,5
cm, letterpress printing. TVKM 27637, Tiroler Landesmuseen, Volkskunstmuseum, Innsbruck, Austria.
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Fig. 10a: ‘Himmelsbrief” (‘Heavenly letter’). Written by Minna Heller for her husband Ernst Friedrich Heller, undated, but probably August 1914. Moritz Private

Archive, Erfurt, recto.

Jesus, Mary and Joseph’).® In his comments on the matter,
Wauttke assumed that texts that had once been meaningful had
been ‘changed into something completely meaningless’ by
copying, and called this process ‘inventive arbitrariness’.”
In Englehardt and Nakassis’

the original like this ‘created gaps or contingencies that

view, misunderstanding

necessitated textual innovation to preserve the coherence
of the text as a complex whole’.”" In cases of this kind, they
state, ‘copying then means producing new meaning’.? So
the process of copying documents did not automatically
preserve their contents and pass them on to others. In his
own analysis, the medieval historian Walther H. Vogt (1878—

8 See the ‘Letter written by My own hands’, ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91
M1 (Fig. 6b).

% Wuttke 1869, 168.

o Englehardt and Nakassis 2013, 15.

*2 Ibid., 10.
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1951) therefore also assumed that the protective letters that
soldiers carried on them in the twentieth century ‘should not
be regarded as a direct continuation of seventeenth-century
letters’, but were ‘essentially new entities’ that had been re-
assembled, supplemented and transformed on the basis of
different templates.”® He explained the incomprehensibility
of texts with the thesis that the phenomenon was now in its
final stage, in the process of ‘constant deterioration’.

The oral and handwritten processes of passing on the
contents of such manuscripts outlined here, which were
characterised by the development or lack of both reading and
writing skills, indicate that the result of producing texts of this
kind was by no means stable and lasting, but transitory and
constantly changing. This is why it is necessary ‘to see writing
not as an artefact that once invented remains stable but as an

% Vogt 1911, 617.
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Fig. 10b: ‘Himmelsbrief' (‘Heavenly letter’). Moritz Private Archive, Erfurt, verso.

ongoing process’, as Englehardt and Nakassis notice.** Like
Korff, one could also speak of a ‘religious bricolage’ here.%
What this refers to is ‘the “tinkering” combination of different
styles of thinking and forms of practice, the linking of ritual
pictorial traditions (use of amulets and talismans) to modern
technology, the juxtaposition and interweaving of para-
psychological forms of knowledge and those handed down in
regional cultures’, all of which should be counted as ‘ways of
processing wartime reality’.

It was not until mass printing was established on an
industrial scale — from the middle of the nineteenth century
onwards — that conditions for (re)producing heavenly
letters stabilised and faulty copying was largely prevented
from happening. Walther Vogt’s hypothesis was based
on this fact — that it was the transition to printing and

mass production that had a homogenising effect on the

o4 Englehardt and Nakassis 2013, 8.

%5 Korff 2006, 12.
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contents of letters of this type. Above all, however, he said
that the possibilities of individually adapting the content
that were still available in handwritten manuscripts had
thus been eliminated, just like any dialectal or regional
‘peculiarities’.®® Even so, the question yet to be clarified
here is what kind of relationship existed between technical
reproduction and the handwritten manuscript, or rather,
which artefact the user ultimately ascribed greater power to.

Distribution: heavenly letters and the material nature of social structure
This second part of my article is concerned with the
embedding of heavenly letters in the respective contemporary
forms of social relations and the question of whether and how
such letters reflected the materiality of the social element at
the same time. What role did social relationships such as
friendship and kinship play, and what role did the gender

of the recipient and the producer play in the creation, power

% Vogt 1911, 618f.
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Fig. 11c:'Himmel Brev!’ ("Heavenly Letter!’). Dated 7 April 1813, Trendelag Folk
Museum, Trondheim, Norway, p. 4.

and actual use of the manuscript? If the recipient ever had to
make use of the instructions formulated in a letter, then one of
the central provisions applied, namely to pass the letter on to
someone else as a template for the next copy and thus to share
the ‘secret’ knowledge about its protective magic with others.
The only prerequisite for this was that all those involved
tacitly believed in its power. The second important point to
note was that the letter was meant to be circulated as a copy
and passed into the cycle of social relations. Consequently,
these letters were transferred on a face-to-face basis, i.e.
personally and by actual contact, both in connection with
emotionally close forms of relationships (kinship and love
relationships) and as ‘valuable gifts’ to friends.” We even
know of an actual case in which one person gave a heavenly
letter to his ‘enemy’: in his war diaries, Friedrich von
Frankenberg-Ludwigsdorf described his initial mistrust when

an old woman had secretly given him a letter of protection in

%7 Olbrich 1897, 91.
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French while he was visiting Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris
in 1870. The fact that she had asked him beforehand whether
he spoke any French indicates that the bearers assumed
that the amulet not only had to be worn, but actually read as
well in order to be effective.®

The above example makes it clear that these letters were
not only the result of existing relationships and served to
strengthen them, but they also established relationships
themselves. If, like Marcel Mauss, one interprets a letter from
Heaven as a specific type of gift, then this process also refers
to the ‘inherently material nature of social structure’. It is
precisely this form of circulation — from person to person —
that makes the social dimension of these manuscripts visible.
In other words, the circulation of these material objects was
part of the social dimension of writing.

This raises many questions that can hardly be clarified in
detail here, since although the objects themselves have been
handed down, the individuals who passed them on and their
specific strategies and reasons for doing so are hard to identify.
So the question of what rules applied here or how ritualised
these actions were — how a person got access to a letter, who
actually wrote the letters and put them in envelopes, who
handed them over, sent them off or sewed them into uniform
jackets, and when — is likely to remain unresolved."™ The
Hessian folklorist Carl HeBler, however, provided us with a
number of details about the actual production conditions and
the materials used:

Man trégt sie, in Tdschchen von grauem Leinen eingenéht, auf
der bloen Brust. Beim Néhen des Beutelchens mul3 grauer
Zwirn verwendet werden, und der Faden ist so lang zu nehmen,
daf} kein Knoten gemacht zu werden braucht. Bei der ganzen
Arbeit darfkein Wort gesprochen werden. Das Band, das zum
Tragen des Beutelchens um den Hals geschlungen wird, muf3

ebenfalls von grauer Farbe sein.”!

% Frankenberg 1870, 191.
% Englehardt and Nakassis 2013, 6.

100 See the example from the Second World War: Maximilian Schels, ‘Der
Himmelsbrief: Die Geschichte von Johann Pirzer’: ‘An old woman from the
village gave his mother a piece of paper, which she sewed into the breast pocket
of his new uniform’; <http://www.meihern.de/html/body der himmelsbrief.
html> (28 November 2022).

101 HeBler 1904, 534. See the picture of a small bag of this kind on p. 104
and in Moritz 2014, 52.
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They are carried in small bags made of grey linen and worn
on one’s bare chest. Grey thread must be used to sew the
bag and the thread must be long enough for a knot to be
unnecessary. One is not allowed to say a word while all the
work is being done. The ribbon wrapped around the neck to

carry the bag must also be grey in colour.

In this description, we can again see that the folklorist
collectors themselves were actively involved in the
production and presentation of forms of folk magic and
superstition. Korff says that the folklorist ‘expert’ always
acted like a kind of mythomoteur in this case. Here, as in
many other places, it is hardly possible to distinguish between
what was handed-down factual knowledge and what, in turn,
was the folkloristic reinterpretation of an everyday action as
a practice interpreted as being ‘magical’.

This is also the case with regard to contemporary studies
according to which gender — as a relational reference system
— controlled the way in which people dealt with heavenly
letters and their character as gifts. Based on the reports
available to him and his own observations, Olbrich assumed
that a letter of this kind was meant to be handed over to
the recipient by someone of the opposite sex, which usually
meant that women copied it for the men who were related to
them.'™ This observation that those who handed over such
letters ‘were always women’'™ then led to the assumption
that women were predestined or even obliged to copy and
pass them on because of their own gender. According to
Olbrich, this act could be ‘explained by the loving woman,
who is more inclined to believe in the supernatural and
would [therefore] like to give an amulet to the man going off
to war’." Ultimately, almost every (male) author repeated

*106 \were more

the theory that ‘weak, hysterical women
susceptible to superstition than men, which is exactly why
the female sex was the author of texts and procurer of gifts —

as Otto Herpel, a village priest in Hessia, wrote in 1916, ‘die

102 See Korff 1996 on the role of lay folklorists and experts as mythomoteurs
in the creation of ideas and symbols in folk culture. Regarding the term
itself, see Smith 1986, 15.

1% Olbrich 1897, 91.

1% Olbrich 1917, 143. Klapper 1925, 244: ‘The following letter of
protection was written by a woman on a quarto sheet of paper which was
folded lengthwise three times and crosswise four times and [obviously]
carried around a great deal’.

195 Olbrich 1897, 91.

106 See Hellwig 1916, 47.
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Weiber sind’s — ob “fromm” oder “ungléubig” — die den Brief
mit heien Kdpfen abschreiben’ (‘it’s worked-up women
who make copies of the letter, regardless of whether they
are “devout” or “disbelievers”’)."” These observations are
probably responsible for normative instructions appearing,
according to which a heavenly letter would only become
magical if it was written by a member of the opposite sex.
These examples seem to confirm the theory that social
relations materialised in these manuscripts. A host of
questions arise here nonetheless, both regarding the social
reference spaces in which these gender stereotypes prevailed
and regarding writing traditions which assumed a normative
character themselves, especially in the context of war and
threats, and in turn were influential enough to make social
behaviour take place. Essentially, family relationships and
dependencies were at the heart of this behaviour, such as
women’s concern about the war making them widows
or having to bring up their children alone without a male
breadwinner to help. Hellwig, reporting on his folkloristic
research at the war front, reflected on the positions that
married and unmarried combatants were in. He also
mentioned the situation of women at home and the threat
that war posed to them as a specific starting point for magical

practices:

Gilinstig fiir den Aberglauben ist eigentlich nur, da3 die
meisten von uns Weib und Kind zu Hause haben, daf} sie
infolgedessen den Kriegsgefahren doch nicht so unbefangen
und verhiltnismaBig gleichgiiltig gegeniiberstehen wie die
jungen unverheirateten Burschen und dal3 sie auch, bald
mehr, bald minder, unter dem Einfluf} ihrer Frauen stehen,
die ja dem Aberglauben gegeniiber im allgemeinen recht
zugénglich zu sein pflegen und auch das grofite Interesse
daran haben, daf} ihr Mann, der Vater ihrer Kinder, gesund

und unverletzt heimkehrt.'%®

The only thing favourable for superstition, really, is that most
of us have wives and children at home, so they are not as
impartial and indifferent to the dangers of war as the young
unmarried lads are and they are influenced by their wives
to a varying extent — women who seem to be quite open

to superstition, generally, and are particularly interested in

97 Herpel 1916, 34f.

198 Hellwig 1916, 24.
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Fig. 12a:‘Copie af dette Breff’ (‘Copy of this Letter’). Dated 1604, National Library of Norway, Ms. fol. 3877, recto.
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Fig. 12b: National Library of Norway, Ms. fol. 3877, verso.

their husband — the father of their children — returning home

healthy and unharmed.

The type of social relationship that existed thus preceded the
production of the letters. It could be confirmed by handing
the artefacts over, however, or it could be displayed openly
by all the participants. The process of copying a letter by hand
was an unusual form of private writing in itself, especially
for women in a social class where education had little value,
so it was a particularly meaningful act with which the writer
made her mark in the recipient’s life as well by virtue of her
own handwriting.'®

This is yet another example of the social dimension that
manuscripts possess: the social relationship materialises
in the manuscript because a direct connection is created
between the writer and the recipient of the letter. One of the
few cases in which this material form of reassurance can
be seen in a specific relationship is the story of the factory
worker Ernst Friedrich Heller and his wife Minna from
Trusen in Thuringia."® When her husband died in a military
hospital in 1916 after being injured by shrapnel and losing

a leg, she became a widow — at the age of 29 and with three

19 ¢, Englehardt and Nakassis 2013.

M0 Moritz 2014.
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young children to look after (four by the end of the war).
She received her husband’s personal effects, including the
‘letter from Heaven’ she had given him in a little, hand-sewn
bag like almost all of the women in the village, apparently,
copied from another letter (Fig. 10).""" In the family history,
it says that Minna had looked after her husband’s letter ‘as if
it were a relic’ in the years that followed.

The letters were also passed down from one male to the
next within the family. Their circulation was therefore also
subject to the generational principle, by means of which
the effect and effectiveness of the manuscript were proven
or invoked: if the father, grandfather or even the great-
grandfather had gone to war with a heavenly letter on him
and had survived the ordeal, then it was thought that the
son, grandson or great-grandson would also benefit from its
proven power." In this case, too, it was usually a female
member of the family who passed it on to the next male in
the family who was drafted for military service. So not only
did women copy the letters, they also kept them and were
responsible for their proper safekeeping and transmission.
In his last letter to his mother, Max Immelmann, the famous
German WWI fighter pilot, confirmed that he had received

her letter and its special contents:

Also dieses Blatt soll ich immer bei mir tragen? Wenn ich
das mit jeder Gliicksblume, jedem Kleeblatt usw. téte, hétte
ich immer einen kleinen Gemiisegarten bei mir. Auflerdem
miisste ich dann, um gerecht zu sein, die mir geschickten
Rosenkrinze, Kruzifixe und andere Talismédnner bei mir
haben. Es gibt eben zu viele junge Maidchen, die solche
sinnigen Einfélle haben. Sicher alles sehr feinfiihlige, junge
Damen. Das eine ist zweifellos: Die Wiinsche sind alle gut

gemeint, und das freut mich bei all diesen Sendungen.'

™ Moritz 2014, 54. In this book, Moritz reconstructs the life history of her
great-grandfather on her mother’s side on the basis of archives and letters. I
am grateful to Marina Moritz for her support.

12 See the copy of the accompanying letter with which a woman by the
name of Geiger had lent her son’s headmaster a heavenly letter that he had
asked to copy. She pointed out that the original letter had not only helped
her husband survive the war, but it had saved other men’s lives as well. Here
is the English translation: ‘Headmaster, my husband has been out there ever
since the beginning of the war, & has often been in danger, & has always
managed to get out of it with God’s help, & like me, my husband says it’s
because of the letter, & the gentlemen I have given the letter to are still
alive. This letter has already been carried around in 4 campaigns, & all
those who carried it on them have come back again. But you really do have
to believe in the letter.” ISGV Dresden, NaAS/K91/M1.

™ Immelmann 1916, 127.
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So, I should always carry this letter on me, should 1? If I did
that with every flower that was meant to bring me luck, every
four-leaf clover and suchlike, then I’d always have a little
flower garden with me. To be fair, I’d have to have all the
rosaries, crucifixes and other talismans I’ve been sent on me,
too. There are just too many young girls around who have
such apt ideas — I’'m sure they’re all very sensitive young
ladies. One thing is for certain: all these wishes are well

meant, and I’'m pleased about that as I’ve got so many.

Immelmann’s example shows us that the recipients of such
letters often responded rather reservedly to these magical
gifts. In letters they sent to their families, many soldiers said
that they were only carrying the heavenly letter they had been
given for the sake of their relatives, which led Hellwig, an
enlightened folklorist, to the conclusion that not everything
that appeared be to superstitious to outsiders was actually
evidence of superstitious practices. This interpretation can
also be understood as an attempt to free male recipients
from the suspicion of being superstitious and to attribute full
responsibility for the letter to the female members of their
family, as Hellwig argued that the amulet itself ‘is not proof
of the wearer being superstitious, but of the person for whom
the amulet is being worn’."™ If one takes a closer look at the
material state of the artefacts, however, the question is how
distanced rationality that is interpreted as being masculine
could be reconciled with the traces of wear on such letters

and thus with the intensity of these pious practices.

The final part of my article will therefore focus on the aspect
of consumption and thus on practical use of heavenly letters.
Once again, the question is to what extent the power ascribed
to these artefacts was doubly justified by their materiality,
or rather, how far usage of the manuscripts altered their
materiality so that the notion of them possessing some sort
of magical power can be interpreted as the result of their
aesthetic reception. A key feature of the strategies for using
heavenly letters is the practice of wearing them since, as
the examples show, they had to be acquired and worn in a
particular way. The proximity of the magical object to the
body proves to be important in this context.

The fact that these magical manuscripts always exerted

a certain fascination is also evident from the collectors’

™ Hellwig 1916, 33-35.
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descriptions. While theologians were rather harsh and
derogatory in their judgement, it is clear from the almost
emotional reactions shown by folklorist researchers that
they were impressed by the auratic effect of the objects.
The anthropologist Karl Wehrhan (1871-1939), teacher and
co-publisher of the Zeitschrift des Vereins fiir Rheinische
und Westfilische Volkskunde (‘journal of the association
for Rhenish and Westphalian ethnography’), is cited here
as representative of many others: ‘Before me lies a letter
of protection written on a sheet of paper the size of a small
letter. The handwriting is fairly legible, but rather hesitant;
three and a half pages are densely filled’." What he found
particularly striking was the ‘number of errors it contains, a
sign of the agitation and haste with which it was copied; it was
most likely produced in the eleventh hour before departing
for the battlefield’. The letter was dated to the ‘historically
momentous day of 1 August 1914, when the Great War broke
out’, and hence to that point in time when ‘all superstitious
beliefs were reawakened as if from the darkness of the grave
and rose towards the light in brilliant vibrancy’. It could be
seen from the state of the letter that it had then

[...] mit ins Feld gewandert. Viermal eingeknickt oder
zusammen gefaltet, um in der Brieftasche oder wahrscheinlich
in der Geldborse bezw. dem Brustbeutel Platz zu finden, tragt
er an den Knicken die Spuren der Zeit an sich, Risse und
Locher; der Schweil hat ihn miirbe gemacht, und an einigen
Stellen féllt er deshalb bei rauher Berithrung auseinander wie

Zunder.

[...] wandered into the battlefield as well. Creased or folded
together four times to fit into a wallet or probably a purse
or neck pouch, the creases bear the tracks of time, tears and
holes; sweat has made it brittle, and it disintegrates like

cinder in some places if handled roughly.

It is these obvious signs of wear and tear that make it possible
to reconstruct the difference between copies produced for
research purposes and ‘originals’ carried in the war. This

included the folding, since the initial size of the paper used

5 Wehrhan 1916, 67. The letter belonged to a soldier from the Rhineland
who was seriously wounded in action, and which was given to him by a
teacher who was himself a member of the society and had attended to the
wounded man in his capacity as medical sergeant.
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to write on could not be conveniently transported.™® Wuttke
also elaborated on the external appearance of these ‘written
amulets’. According to his description, the objects examined
by him were mostly ‘quartos, folded four to eight times and
tucked into a canvas cover; some are whole books stitched
together to form octaves or half-octaves, some are folios,
folded together like letters, some are strips of paper the
width of a finger, but long, rolled up to the size of a bean,
featuring small writing that is almost illegible’."” Cultural
historian Joseph Klapper (1880-1967) cited two examples of
fifteenth-century manuscripts he had found in the State and
University Library of Breslau (Wroctaw). He saw the creases
as an indication that one of the manuscripts ‘had once been
folded three times, hence worn for protection’. The other one
had been used to line the inside of the two wooden covers
of a manuscript. It was also clearly written ‘on a sheet of
paper at one point folded four times width-wise and once
height-wise’, which had later been cut.® A legal expert
concerned with the subject of superstition in the context of
crime-solving described the materiality of a heavenly letter
studied by him in some detail:

Bezeichnend ist, dafl das aufeinen ganzen Bogen geschriebene
Schriftstiick so klein zusammengefaltet war, dafl es in
einen Brustbeutel ging, wie ihn z.B. Soldaten tragen. Es ist
offenbar viel benutzt und lange herumgeschleppt, denn es ist
in den Kniffen vielfach schon ausgebrochen und unleserlich

geworden."

It is significant that the document written on a whole sheet
was folded up so small that it fitted into a neck pouch like
those worn by soldiers. It has obviously been well used and
carried around a lot, for it has several tears along the creases

where it is now illegible.

"6 The folds are also found in printed exemplars and are an indication that

these artefacts were also worn on the body as amulets. Cf. single-leaf print
from Géttingen, 1720, which has clear traces of four folds on the back page.
The inner pages are lighter in colour than the last two outer pages and are
also soiled from wear. (Fig. 13; see also Figs 7 and 9).

"7 Wuttke 1869, 170.
8 Klapper 1929, 136f. Klapper refers to data from two manuscripts, Hs.
IV F 13 and Hs. I F 644, which were accessible in the State and University

Library of Breslau (Wroctaw) at the time of their publication.

9 Schiitze 1912, 351.
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One of the principal reasons for identifying and classifying
this document as an original, apart from the handwriting
and the paper, was the manner in which it was folded. This
allowed the experts to conclude that the manuscript had
been packed in a small pouch or ‘carefully wrapped in paper

upon the chest, as an amulet, as it were’™°

or ‘upon the bare
heart’™ and thus carried as a letter of protection or blessing.'?
Based on how they were folded and their covers, the cultural
anthropologist Lenz Kriss-Rettenbeck (1923-2005) identified
these manuscripts as phylacteries, i.e. small slips of paper
inscribed with salvific passages which have been traced
back to the second century CE and were also prevalent in a
Christian context.” Despite the use of Christian symbols and
texts, these documents were controversial in the eyes of the
Church and were repeatedly banned as evidence of a ‘pagan’
belief in the power of amulets. According to Kriss-Rettenbeck,
the custom of carrying amulets for protection against war,
weather and disease became established in Europe from the
seventeenth century onwards and was particularly popular in
Protestant circles. Instructions on how phylacteries should
be worn were a key characteristic of these amulets. In order
to be effective, heavenly letters had to be worn on the body,
specifically ‘directly on the body, on the chest, on the navel’,™
a practice which had an impact on their physical condition due
to the contact with the bearer’s skin and the hygiene conditions
typical of the time and context. According to the experts, the
“fissures and the dark colouring of part of the back page’ found
in numerous exemplars were a clear sign that they really had
been ‘worn upon the bare chest’."

The Thuringian theologian Victor Kirchner also referred
to the external traces visible on the objects in the following

analysis:

Vor mir liegt Brief B. Daf} er vergilbt, beschmutzt und
zerrissen ist trotz des starken dabei verwendeten Papiers, ist
gewil} auch das Zeichen hohen Alters. Der eigentliche Grund

aber ist ein anderer, man hat wirklich ihm gegentiber befolgt,

120 yordan 1908, 334.

2 Herpel 1916, 35¢.

122 Schnerring 1915; Wuttke 1869, 166 also cites the instruction: ‘The letter
must always be carried on one’s person’.

123 K riss-Rettenbeck 1963, 34-36.
124 Wuttke 1869, 166.

125 Seyfarth 1913, 143.
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Fig. 1§a: 'Himmels-Brief welcher mit giildenen Buchstaben, geschrieben und ist zu sehen in der Michaelis Kirche zu St. German, wird genannt Gredoria, allwo der
Brief iber der Taufe schwebt' ('Heavenly letter which is written in golden letters, named Gegoria and can be seen in the Michael’s Church of St German, wherever the
letter hovers over the baptismalfont'). Dated 1720, Niedersdchsische Staats- und Universitétshibliothek, DD97 D 1, recto.
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Fig. 13b: Niedersdchsische Staats- und Universitatshibliothek, DD97 D 1, verso.

was er ,unter dem Strich® (!) in Nr. 26 fordert: Wer diesen Brief
.... bei sich triget .... Man konnte gar Vermutungen dariiber
aufstellen, wo er am Korper getragen sein wird. Das eine
Blatt ist einfach zusammengefaltet. Von innen heraus, ist der
Brief — sit venia verbo — verschwitzt, gebrdunt und von da aus

naturgesetzméfBig gebrochen und gerissen!?

Before me lies letter B. The fact that it is yellowed, soiled
and torn despite the strong paper is undoubtedly due in part
to its advanced age. But the real reason is a different one;
what it demands ‘below the line’ (!) in no. 26 — “Whoever
wears this letter upon him ..."” — has been truly adhered to.
One could even speculate as to where on the body it will
have been worn. One of the sheets has been folded once.
From the inside out, the letter is — sit venia verbo [pardon
the word] — soaked with sweat, discoloured and from there

naturally fissured and torn!

There could only be one explanation for this in his eyes: ‘We
are actually dealing with Protestants wearing amulets here.
Horribile dictu!”

126 g irchner 1908, 64f.
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As an obvious consequence of the practice of wearing

127 were identified which

the letters, ‘consumption traces
altered the surface texture and the material: ‘(S)urfaces
of the object receive physical imprints or traces from the
activities in which they are caught up’. Knappett speaks here
of a ‘patina of experience, of accumulated knowledge’'®
which becomes inscribed in the object through practical
use, resulting not only from the proximity to the body and
continuous wearing, but also from passing down the objects
through the generations from one user to another. In other
words, the physical substance could also embody ‘age,
influence and something like “wisdom™."” These signs of
use thus became the object of an aesthetic reception in their
own right and changed the meaning of the artefact and the
power ascribed to it. Olbrich confirmed this hypothesis on

the basis of his personal observations:

Besondere Wertschidtzung geniefen die alten, vergilbten,
schweildurchtrankten Briefe, welche bereits in fritheren
Kriegen getragen wurden und ihre Kraft schon wiederholt

bewihrt hatten.™®

The old, yellowed letters, soaked in sweat, which were
already worn in earlier wars and had repeatedly proven their

power, are held in particularly high regard.

Art historian Friedbert Ficker (1927-2007) also reported that
his father had kept his handwritten exemplar of a heavenly
letter from the Second World War in his Soldbuch (pay book)
and that it showed signs of intensive use: ‘The paper is worn
through along the folds in some places, and the upper edge
has been damaged by a number of small tears. The impact
of moisture has also left its mark and the legibility of the
writing has been partly compromised due to the smudging
of the brown ink’.® Even as an academic in the twenty-
first century, Ficker was obviously not entirely able to avoid
interpreting the magical power of the object, whose history
had only been disclosed to him by his mother. The concluding

comment on his find among the many objects left by

127 K nappett 2002, 101.

128 K nappett 2002, 108.

129 Gell 1998, 231, cited in Knappett 2002, 108.
130 Olbrich 1917, 143.

31 Ficker 2007, 193.
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his father certainly sounds as if he put his survival down to

the fact that he was in possession of a letter from Heaven:

AbschlieBend sei noch vermerkt, dass der Triager des Schutz-
briefes 1939 einberufen wurde und die gesamte Kriegszeit
als Soldat heil iberstanden hat. In der amerikanischen
Friihjahrsschlacht 1945 zerfetzte ihm ein ca. 20 cm langer
Granatsplitter ohne weitere Verletzungen den Mantel iiber
der Brust und durchschlug den Bauch seines neben ihm

hockenden Kompaniechefs mit todlichem Ausgang.

Finally, it should be mentioned that the wearer of the letter
of protection was called up in 1939 and survived the whole
of the war uninjured although he was a soldier. During the
battle with the Americans in the Spring of 1945, a piece
of shrapnel approximately 20 cm in length shredded the
coat over his chest, without causing injury, and severed the
stomach of his company commander crouched next to him,

with a fatal outcome.

The specific examples from just two centuries indicate that
while the production of these ‘magical’ manuscripts was
subject to certain rules and interpretive patterns, as was the
way in which they were used and perceived, they were still
handled individually and tailored to subjective religious
practices which existed in parallel with belief systems
shaped by the Church. This was definitely linked to a certain
pragmatism which labelled heavenly letters as nonsense and
superstition from various angles, but also recognised their
value in an emergency and thereby accepted them as ‘useful
fiction’.™ With regard to the experiences of the First World
War, the use of heavenly letters to boost the morale of the
troops was even viewed in a positive light. The impression
was that the faith in such manuscripts

[... hat sich] als ein sehr wirksames Gegengift gegen die
Todes-furcht erwiesen und muss daher als ein psychologischer
Faktor gebucht werden: Furcht und Todesschauer hatten fiir
die Glaubigen ihre Macht vollsténdig eingebiifit, und mancher

iiberlieferte Zug von Heldenmut und Todesverachtung, von

132 Ficker 2007, 194f,

133 Geertz 1987, 89.
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Tollkithnheit und riicksichtslosem Draufgingertum mag

seine Wurzeln im Wahnglauben haben.™*

[...] proved to be a very effective antidote to the fear of death
and must therefore be booked as a psychological factor:
dread and fear of death had been completely divested of their
power in the minds of the faithful, and some traditional traits
of valour and contempt of death, of recklessness and careless

bravado may have their roots in delusion.

If men were made more courageous by these magical
aids, according to the unanimous opinion of contemporary
observers, they should by all means use them.™ This
approach was validated by Hans-Joachim Buddecke (1890—
1918), among others — a highly decorated German fighter
pilot who confessed to following superstitious practices
despite his deep faith in God:

Man suche bei jedem Flieger — man wird immer irgend
etwas finden, meist einen ganz schmutzigen Brustbeutel, mit
komischen Sachen darin, ohne die es eben nicht geht, und

auch der mutigste Mensch hat seinen kleinen Aberglauben. '

You can look at every aviator — you will always find
something, usually a very soiled neck pouch with strange
things in it, which the wearer just can’t do without.

Even the bravest person has his own little superstition.

Many questions inevitably remain unanswered at this
point. The aspect of inscribing magical power into these
manuscripts requires further investigation along with the
issue of how such unspectacular handwritten notes, some of
which were barely legible, came to be ascribed a protective
function. There is also a lack of clarity concerning the
transition from manuscript to mass circulation through wood
printing and the comeback of handwritten letters based on
printed ones. There are indications that printed heavenly
letters that were purchasable from publishing houses in
Wissembourg/Alsace and Neuruppin' were received by the

general public with great acclaim in the nineteenth century,

134 1. M. 1919, 365.

135 Staby 1915.
136 Buddecke 1918, 52f. The English translation is from Kilduff 2012, 75.

137 See Jaenecke-Nickel 1962, 140f.
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especially when there were rumours of an approaching war.
The question here concerns the correlation between the
modernisation and standardisation brought forth by mass
production and the special regard for individually produced
manuscripts, and how exactly printing contributed to the
broader dissemination and wider use of these magical
objects.™ Further issues arise on account of the evidence
we have of heavenly letters being used beyond the national
borders focused on in this article. In Norway and Sweden,

for example — two Protestant countries— numerous museums

138 See Benne 2015, 28.
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house heavenly letters whose history still needs to be
researched. Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century folk
literature alludes to the existence of heavenly letters in an
even broader European context than this, along with the belief
in their apotropaic function, namely in Estonia, Russia and
Ukraine." The wave of emigration to the United States in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries also brought heavenly
letters to American battlefields as well, and there is evidence
that they were also used by soldiers in the Second World
War." These traces are all worthy of further investigation.

139 See Poldmie 1938 and Zayarnyuk 2006.

0 gee Earnest, Earnest and Rosenberry 2005, 232-45; Fogel 1908;
Oda 1949.
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