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Introduction: That Old Black Magic



In April 1610, a London-based occultist and quack doctor returned to his lodgings following a visit to the Globe Theatre in Southwark. After picking his way through the rutted streets, stinking sewer drains, and overhanging, jettied upper galleries of the city, this colourful character – Simon Forman was his name – took up his quill and made an entry in his extensive catalogue of journals. This one went into the ‘Bocke of Plaies’ section and it concerned the celebrated playwright – by then he was a King’s Man and Groom of the Chamber – William Shakespeare’s Scotland-based drama, Macbeth: ‘In Macbeth at the Globe, 1610, the 20 of April, Saturday, there was to be observed, first, how Macbeth and Banquo, two noble men of Scotland, riding through a wood, there stood before them three women fairies or nymphs, and saluted Macbeth, saying three times unto him, “Hail, Macbeth, King [sic] of Cawdor; for thou shall be a King, but shall beget no kings,” etc.’1


Forman’s record of the performance has long been of interest to literary scholars, not least for the rare glimpse it gives us into a definite staging of one of the Bard’s plays. Yet it is noteworthy, too, for what it doesn’t say. The infamous ‘Weird Sisters’, the witches, of Macbeth are, under Forman’s pen, not witches but ‘women fairies or nymphs’. We can hardly blame Forman for the confusion; in the play, the three Sybilline figures who prophesy Macbeth’s murderous future (or do they merely encourage an ambition already present in the eponymous thane?) are rarely explicitly identified as witches. Given Simon Forman’s own engagement with, and apparent belief in, the power of prophecy – and, given he became posthumously embroiled in a case involving accusations of witchcraft – it is both understandable and curiously prescient that he should avoid the word. ‘Fairies or nymphs’, though replete with their own vibrant histories of wickedness and mischief-making, seem like reasonable alternatives.


Whatever Forman’s terminology, the production and success of Macbeth tell us something both about the early modern period and our own. Witches, then as now, were crowd-pleasers. They drew, and still draw, our attention. Indeed, the figure of the witch has remained remarkably useful across cultures, both temporal and geographical. They feature in the first nursery stories we hear. They are identified as figures in ancient religious texts and in the writings of antiquity (Circe, for example, occupies a role somewhere between sorceress and witch). Asian and African nations each have their own conceptions of the figure who keeps familiars and uses black or white magic for such goals as revenge or gain. Ancient Rome had its own laws against witchcraft, associated with practices including spell-casting, necromancy (raising the dead), and poisoning. In early modern Britain, these black and white demarcations did not really exist beyond the concept of maleficia, or magic intended to cause harm. The witch was generally a practitioner of ‘low magic’: the stuff of immediate effects, good or ill, achieved by magical words or acts (and even then, the association of it with the explicitly demonic required promotion by witch-hunting theorists).2 It seems that as long as people have been able to look at the world and ask ‘why?’ and ‘how?’, there have been those who believe they could wield supernatural powers – and there have been those who distrust or fear them. The basis and usage of these ostensible powers has always been – and will always be – complex, drawing on tradition, religion, and invention; the means by which ‘witches’ are identified and treated, whether according to the law, via avoidance, or with fascinated interest has been equally complicated.


Every 31 October, millions of children across the western world, pointed hats perched on their heads and the straws of their broomsticks scraping along the ground, troop up to strangers’ doors to earn treats (or to have the occupants studiously pretend not to be home). On television and in film, the witch is useful: she – and it is usually but not always a she – can be good; a feminist symbol of resistance and power; or, as in The Wizard of Oz, a beautiful counterpoint to the ugliness of evil. She can be villainous, hook-nosed, green-skinned, and eager to destroy; beautiful and dangerously seductive; an empowered and relatable outcast; or, as in 2015’s The Witch: A New England Folktale and the iconic The Blair Witch Project of 1999, she can provide pure psychological terror.


The frightening possibility of demonic cults or covens, the idea of which came to prominence in the course of the Scottish trials, has proven attractive to modern audiences and writers too – witness The Witches (1966), in which Joan Fontaine faces an imaginary rural witch cult in an English village, or Ira Levin’s Rosemary’s Baby (1967), which sees an elderly cult active in New York City. It is small wonder that the silly notion, held by some modern-day practitioners of witchcraft, that today’s subcultural covens are the natural or even direct successors of imaginary ancient cults remains popular. Nor is it surprising that anthropologists and sociologists have, in seeking to counter these claims, identified far bigger patterns of persecution and recurring narratives of otherness in societies across the ages (and across the globe), of which the witch panics are simply a serious and sobering example – and one which drew on tropes of prejudice, fear and disgust that predated the dark age of hunts and trials. Witch hunts have thus proven to be of as much interest to social scientists seeking to explain wide-scale social phenomena as to writers and filmmakers.


As well as spooky thrills, witches can provide harmless wish fulfilment: what child wouldn’t envy the fantasy life of Sabrina Spellman, who can freeze time and turn her high school bully into a pineapple merely by pointing her finger? The witch can therefore be a sanitised figure whose powers come from no particular source – and which might thus be depicted as natural ability – and who might use them for good or ill, born of a sense of fun or fury. The stuff of conflict – of drama – is born. A witch can as easily be an internally conflicted villain or reluctant anti-hero, who derives power directly from Satan or any other outré source (as does, for example, Netflix’s more adult 2018 version of Sabrina the eternally teenage witch). As generations of children raised on Hocus Pocus (1993) can attest, the witch might move easily between comedy, fantasy, and horror.


Thus, the usefulness of the witch as a pop culture figure lies in her elasticity. As shall be seen, this malleability has always been part of the mythos: contrary to the idea, for example, that a witch was always a social outcast marked by stereotypical costume or physical defects, her danger lay in the fact that she could be anyone, of any rank – a friend, an enemy, a neighbour. Notable figures who found themselves suspected or accused of witchcraft at various times and in various ways included the 3rd Lord Ruthven, the preacher John Knox, two earls of Bothwell, the countess of Somerset, and the 1st Duke of Buckingham. At one point Henry VIII might even have toyed with the idea of blackening Anne Boleyn’s name by associating her with sorcery (an activity then loosely associated with maleficia under the not-explicitlydemonic umbrella of witchcraft), before abandoning the idea – with the probable connivance of Thomas Cromwell – in favour of purely sexual, equably treasonable slurs. Yet it is still surely notable that it was predominantly the lower and middle classes who fed the gallows at the height of witchcraft mania, with seemingly ordinary or respectable people facing accusation by others of their ilk. Hence, there arose a number of invasive – and often ritually humiliating – means of trying to find physical evidence and, later, the production of identifiable outfits and exaggerated attributes which would reveal her for what she was. It was true also that doubts about the source and efficacy of her powers have always been subject to debate and academic interrogation. Shakespeare saw this and, the Bard being the Bard, he made his memorable Weird Sisters only ambiguously powerful, as liable to be accused of simply telling people what they wanted to hear – and letting those people cause their own problems – as they were of being genuine seeresses or active agents in the play.


We have, in a sense, made witches ‘safe’ by making them either good-natured – one thinks of the inherently likeable Elizabeth Montgomery as nose-twitching witch-turned-housewife Samantha Stephens – or cinematic monsters, no more real than the less malleable zombie or vampire. Historically, the name of ‘witch’ has been more loaded. What might now be thought of as a ‘good witch’ didn’t and couldn’t exist, and those who believed themselves to be performing benevolent white magic were increasingly caught up in the general obloquy and legal proscription of all forms of sorcery (or the illicit usage of magic by artful, physical processes). For those who believed in the efficacy of witchcraft, its power had to come from somewhere ungodly. Conversely, those who indulged in what would now be thought of as supernatural endeavours by then-licit means – astrology, scrying, divination, or angelic writing – were keen to distance themselves from folksy cunning arts or devilish dark ones; they were, rather, rational and sceptical thinkers, interested in natural sciences and acting according to existing and developing academic practices. Believers in various forms of magical thinking (or practices) could, then, differ: the educated believer in the ‘high magic’ of divination via crystals or pentacles could consider himself quite different from the humble village seeress, who might in turn consider herself different from the milk-curdling witch.


This naturally raised questions about how one might sort one from the other. Witches were thought to have, like the poor, always been with us – but men of science wanted no association with their unnatural arts other than to denounce them. This sense of the natural and unnatural would have meant much to those in the early modern period. Educated men sought to lift the veil to learn the godly secrets of the natural world. In doing so, they might test the limits of man’s knowledge and abilities within a godly cosmos. Witches were by contrast motivated and powered by the unnatural and the devilish. To complicate matters further, the majority of people believed the universe operated according to certain – generally religious, and in Britain generally Christian – principles. They might therefore differ only in how much and by which means human control of operations could be exerted. It is here worth remembering Jeffrey Burton Russell’s accurate summation of medieval witchcraft as ‘a composite phenomenon drawing from folklore, sorcery, demonology, heresy, and Christian theology’.3 The witches of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries were the heirs to this complex brew. So were those who made it their business to catch them.


If the witch has been ubiquitous across time and place, then so too has her opposite number: the witch-hunter. The term conjures up a number of figures, from the buckle-hatted, Geneva-cloaked Puritan (epitomised by opportunistic Matthew Hopkins, self-proclaimed Witch-Finder General, of whom we will hear much more) to the twentieth-century politician declaring ideological warfare on anyone suspected of being a fifth columnist. Like the witch, the witch-hunter is something of a shapeshifter, and each might have his own (and it was usually a male) dark motivations: greed, ignorance, paranoia, religious zeal, or political gain. In Britain, the unenviable title of witch-hunter-in-chief has long belonged to one man: James VI and I, whose posterity is stained by his active involvement in some of the worst mass witch hunts Scotland has ever seen, and whose accession to the English throne ensured that what began in Scotland had grisly sequels south of the border.


Yet James seems an unlikely witch-hunter. He has, historically, suffered a poor reputation, not only for his participation in witch hunts but for a welter of much-exaggerated (if not outright invented) physical and mental abnormalities, and, to scholars of less liberal generations, for his unashamed liaisons with a host of predominantly male lovers (the major issue with which, in James’s own day, was his tendency to allow them to wield extensive political influence). In truth, he was an effective monarch who, after a hard-won fight, became master of his house in Scotland and proved – when the mood struck him – a diamond-encrusted, glittering sun-king in England, his reign there seeing no major noble rebellions and overseeing a cultural renaissance that produced some of Shakespeare’s best works, the flowering of the baroque in architecture, and some of the wildest fashions and most delicious scandals in English history. Although he concerned himself mainly with lofty and idealistic pet projects, he managed religious divisions neatly and, unlike his son, had the charisma and force of personality to defuse constitutional confrontations with Parliament that had been brewing even in the reign of his predecessor, Elizabeth I. The hallmark of his reigns, certainly after acquiring stewardship of England, was peace and cooperation – wherever possible – in both religious and political matters. He was a man who increasingly eschewed conflict and who, by natural inclination and upbringing, was an intellectual and a sceptic. Moreover, his personality was generally affable; one admittedly apocryphal story has him, in 1622, experiencing a fit of royal rage and kicking an unfortunate servant, John Gibb, for losing some state papers; on being informed that he himself had been responsible, James supposedly called for the mortified man and, on his knees, apologised profusely. His belief in witchcraft and his desire to promote wide-scale, terror-filled witch hunts thus seems an aberration, as do his actions in personally overseeing gruesome interrogations. It seems inconceivable that a man who was rarely bloodthirsty and frequently merciful could give rise to the following chilling account:




Upon great consideration therefore taken by the Kings maiestie and his Councell, as well for the due execution of iustice vppon such detestable malefactors, as also for example sake, to remayne a terrour to all others heereafter, that shall attempt to deale in the lyke wicked and vngodlye actions, as witchcraft, sorcery, cuniuration, & such lyke, the sayde Doctor Fian [executed for witchcraft in 1591] was soone after araigned, condemned, and adiudged by the law to die, and then to bee burned according to the lawe of that lande, prouided in that behalfe. Wherevpon hee was put into a carte, and beeing first strangled, hee was immediatly put into a great fire, being readie prouided for that purpose, and there burned in the Castle hill of Edenbrough.4





James, however, child of a perforce-absent mother and a repressive, didactic education at the hands of a classical republican and Calvinist, was a product of his time. If he generally refrained from sending thousands of young men to die of starvation, disease, and injury in Europe’s seemingly endless continental wars of religion and territorial aggression, he did not shrink from mounting a spiritual battle against the demonic armies of Satan – as real to him and many of his era as any European belligerent – at home. There was in fact no contradiction between his academic leanings and his belief in witchcraft – quite the contrary. In Britain, witch-hunting was, as leading expert on Scottish witch trials Julian Goodare notes, a Protestant pursuit (though, as will be seen, this was not always the case on the continent). James was nurtured in a nation which, like others of the period, held the possibility of witchcraft as a real and present danger, and at least one trial took place during his minority and in the environs of his childhood home at Stirling Castle. Although the Catholic Church had long had an ambivalent attitude to the idea that witches could really harness demonic powers – some medieval theologians wholeheartedly endorsed the idea and encouraged sanctifying persecutions, whilst others rejected it as the product of devil-sent delusions – it was one that increasing numbers of Protestant thinkers came to believe.


There is therefore no real contradiction in James’s dual positions as intellectual man of reason and credulous believer in crimes we know the accused ‘witches’ couldn’t possibly have committed (or at least not in their more fantastical aspects). Rationality and reason in this period did not preclude – far from it – the role and presence of a visible, active God. To subscribe to reason meant to accept this, and to appreciate and assess the limits of the divine order which supposedly followed from it. That meant, to many, the role and presence of a visible, active devil or devils. And an active devil could, and often did, mean devilish acolytes. Educated opinion thus largely centred on whether the devil really did have sufficient power to manifest on earth and whether he could bestow supernatural powers on followers, or whether humans simply deluded themselves that he could. James himself, steeped in Calvinism, was in no doubt: ‘Although man in his Creation was made to the Image of the Creator, yet through his fall having once lost it, it is but restored againe in a part by grace onelie to the elect: So all the rest falling away from God, are given over in the handes of the Devill that enemie, to beare his Image: and being once so given over, the greatest and the grossest impietie, is the pleasantest, and most delytefull vnto them.’5


Rationally, bad things – plagues, storms, and unexpected deaths – happened for a reason, and an appropriately rational man might discover that reason within the framework of Christian theology. This James believed he had done. Scotland, at least in the king’s mind, was a disorderly realm in which Satan found rich pickings. Although he was not always explicitly mentioned in witchcraft cases, the role of the devil as the source of witches’ supposed powers was increasingly assumed and accepted by the learned. As the king was, throughout his time in his home nation, ever striving to cement his role as head of his Church (or Kirk), it followed that he believed himself best placed to stand up against God’s fallen angel. Naturally, he became Satan and his acolytes’ favoured target. James was not a stupid or gullible man but one who was, by his lights, at the cutting edge of what was considered new continental thinking about the problem and presence of evil in the world, and how it might best be dealt with in its physical manifestations. He bequeathed to his realm both a belief in and the machinery to prosecute witchcraft on an almost industrial scale. Scotland, sadly, thus saw some of the highest numbers of executions for witchcraft in Europe, beaten only by the German Protestant states. It serves as a sobering reminder that history is not always a progressive march towards enlightenment but frequently one which sees many stumbles, wrong turns, and reactionary waves of violence and brutality.


Nor was there a contradiction in James’s own mix of magical beliefs. He had a strong interest, for example, in numerology as endorsed by the polymath and occult writer Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, particularly when it came to the supposedly providential value of dates (the 19th being both his and his eldest son, Prince Henry’s birthdays, and thus of quasi-magical significance to him). Yet he counted himself an enemy of superstition and witchcraft, and contemporaries would have discerned no double standards. Likewise, Simon Forman, the Shakespeare afficionado, could with equanimity relegate Macbeth’s witches to the realm of wicked, mischievous fairies and nymphs (sometimes equated with lesser demons) quite distinct from his own prophesying and pretensions to the serious esoteric sciences explored by such luminaries as Pico della Mirandola and his successors. Educated magical thinking, often based, sometimes dubiously, on ancient knowledge and thus taken as seriously as science, could coexist alongside beliefs in the grubby harnessing of magical powers for gratification, harm, or help. None of this should be surprising or even alien to us – today, a person might visit a fully qualified, medically trained GP in the morning and consult a psychic medium in the evening without spending much thought on the apparent contradiction between scientific and magical thinking.


Given his much-vaunted attitudes when in Scotland and the trials he oversaw there, it is natural to question whether the king modified his beliefs when he gained power in England – a nation which had already long boasted influential believers, not least Sir Francis Drake (who accused, tried, and executed Thomas Doughty for witchcraft and treason) as well as doubters of the real-life, nature-bending power of witches, such as Reginald Scot. In some ways, it is an academic question; as will be seen, James’s beliefs, once codified in his Daemonologie (1597) and given force of law in England via the 1604 Act Against Conjuration, Witchcraft and Dealing with Evil and Wicked Spirits, set the stage for the horrors that unfolded over the coming centuries. The king certainly did not invent witchcraft as a phenomenon (either in Scotland or England), but he did lead the charge against it as a crime worthy of condign punishment regardless of its apparent results (England having historically only prosecuted witches when alleged harm caused by their craft could be proven). Following his death in 1625, others picked up the mantle of the godly and led persecutions for their own ends. King James had left, probably without intending to, not only a set of persuasive and pervasive beliefs (and given the ongoing popularity of witches, it’s not hard to see why people were so interested in the phenomenon), but a model by which other enterprising witch-hunters could follow: one comprising a sufficiently credulous populace able to provide victims; a legal system willing to swing into operation whenever accusations were levelled; and a charismatic, forceful leader willing to endorse or even push trials from the usual scattering of local anomalies into wider-scale hunts. Thereby, authority, legitimacy, and legal rectitude were bestowed. These mass trials, though they deserve attention and explanation, were, however, never the norm. Witchcraft accusations and trials more generally were always relatively unusual and newsworthy. The general approach appears to have been that witches, whatever their origin and the usage of their ostensible powers, existed, but only infrequently were they punished, either singularly or in rare clampdowns (which invariably provided hideous spectacle).


Given the popularity of the figures of witch and witch-hunter, it is not surprising that a vast number of academic and popular texts have been penned, either focusing on particular case studies (usually of mass trials) or looking at the phenomenon more widely. Since Christina Larner’s seminal Enemies of God (1981), scholars, writers, and novelists have picked up the cudgels and attempted to explain why so-called witches began to be hunted in such numbers, why mass trials erupted at certain times and not others, and why the law eventually ceased to take such matters seriously (even if, as will be argued, popular belief persisted and, in some subcultures, persists). In Great Britain – but, curiously, not in Ireland, which largely escaped the worst of the terror – mass witch trials spanned the late sixteenth to the early eighteenth centuries. Those seeking to explain why have produced a number of explanations and theories. Was the dark age of witch trials a conspiracy against women, given how much more women were affected by and judicially killed following accusations? Given witches were sometimes thought to be sterile and able to cause sterility and impotence (to say nothing of the ritual stripping and prurient examinations), was there a sexual element to the craze? Was the whole thing evidence of a class war resulting from social unrest, whereby the elite sought to divide and control the lower orders? Or did it represent the reclassification of some ancient folkloric beliefs and practices and the stamping out of others? Perhaps it was all the product of the wars of religion and the concomitant fear that others, even in the same hamlet or town or locality, might hold the wrong beliefs and could therefore not be trusted. Punishing witches – in early modern Britain, at least – might have been an acceptable replacement for the wide-scale killing of ‘heretics’, itself made unfashionable following various European massacres. Or were psychoactive agents – or natural psychological disorders – responsible for provoking delusions and false confessions, with herbal drugs administered sometimes unwittingly and sometimes deliberately? Here, it will be argued that whilst all of these might – might – have played a role in some cases, the underlying causes of the centuries-long witch craze were messier, more complex, and more scattered to ever be answered by a single theory.


Scholars have, too, sought to identify and categorise different elements of historical belief: sorcery, early science, maleficia, and religion. Yet it is not always clear how much these categories were shared across early modern society, nor even how much one individual’s attitudes to any of them might be fluid over time. Did the wise woman who murmured healing words whilst proffering a herbal potion to a sick neighbour’s lips, or a jealous man cursing his colleague’s better fortune, think of themselves as witches? Sorcerers? Magicians? Natural philosophers? Did the elite court scryer ever dabble in magical quick fixes? In this sense, witchcraft existed in that certain people did – as some still do – attempt sorcery and curses, and some might well have believed themselves to be serving the devil or demons rather than Christ. All presumed to some degree a human ability to control aspects of the world, whether the course of sickness, fate, or the elements. All accepted that arcane, ancient or specialist knowledge existed and could be accessed – and perhaps updated – with the right tools or words. As witch-hunting authorities repeatedly lent legitimacy to the bizarre and ludicrous powers ascribed to witches, it is interesting to ponder, too, how many poor souls felt themselves ostracised by society and thus drawn to the illusory powers of witchcraft and demonism, if only to see if it could achieve results. Any and all such people, if accused and punished, deserve the same sympathy as others killed or maimed by the state for committing acts that were then illegal but since recognised as acceptable: writing against political leaders, privately engaging in proscribed but consensual sex acts, or believing in alternative faiths (the latter of which could easily overlap with some witches’ beliefs).


Alongside the harmless, hapless would-be witches, many more individuals were undoubtedly innocent even of these quasi-religious delusions and simply got caught up in a general, ballooning persecution against anyone thought not to conform to Christian orthodoxy (and thus considered capable of the vilest acts and inverted anti-Christian practices that God-fearing Christians could concoct or pluck from the late-medieval historical record). To understand how various figures thought of themselves at different times – and to recognise how they were thought of – it is necessary to look at accusations of witchcraft across the social spectrum and to see how shifts and developments in attitudes shaped, created, and ultimately disregarded them.


In doing so, it will become apparent that not all accusations of witchcraft were born equal. Some, as we will see, were dismissed; others were so nakedly political in intent that they got no further than weak accusations thrown against powerful figures and quickly denied, downplayed, or suppressed. In order to understand how and why this mania for the supernatural affected – and sometimes didn’t affect – those living in Britain during the darkest period for witchcraft, it is necessary to understand the people whose lives were touched by accusations, the legal systems which developed to serve (or punish) them, the local and national leaders who held the whip hand over all, and the beliefs all three held in common.


This is the history, told through its key cases and personalities, of a centuries-long conflict fought on a spiritual, theological, academic, and legal battleground. It is the history of a conflict between hunters and hunted, between sceptics and believers, and between truth and justice. It is the history of fear – of the other, of natural disasters, and of authoritarian reprisals for refusing to believe the right thing – versus developing scientific knowledge and assurance in natural laws, a time during which trials proliferated when a climate of terror prevailed or could be whipped up. And this conflict, though it had long been present in Great Britain (albeit downplayed and frequently stalling), was blown into a long-running war, rising and falling in the frequency of its battles, by one man.










PART I
Infestation





‘First, the initiation of the witches and their profession of sacrilege’


– Sprenger and Kramer, 1496, Malleus Maleficarum













1


The Origins of Evil


Witches were a persistent problem to Heinrich Kramer. Trained as a Dominican, having risen to Prior of his local order in Sélestat, and having achieved the title of Master of Sacred Theology for his scholarly endeavours, he found himself elevated to the position of Catholic Inquisitor – not in his native France but instead with responsibility over considerable Holy Roman territories, including the County of Tyrol, Salzburg, Moravia, and Bohemia. Given his fiery nature and obvious ambition – he attached himself to the influential Archbishop of Salzburg and through him had a connection to the Holy See – it was a role he relished and intended to make use of. Kramer was a man determined to make a name for himself, and he sought to do it by entering a battle against those antithetical to the Catholic orthodoxy. There were, Kramer believed, devilish creatures in the world who formed themselves into sects and held assemblies; they were flagrantly worshipping Satan and, in return, wielding fantastical powers. The Church had been too preoccupied debating these people’s existence and the reality of their powers to do anything useful about them. What was needed was a purge. In short, he wished for a new, active belligerence against witches. As an Inquisitor and a scholar, he was well placed to encourage just that.


Heinrich Kramer (also known by the more ominous name of Heinrich Institoris) was, however, not an original mind – indeed, the definition of invention was, and continued for centuries to be, more akin to breathing fresh life into what was old, lapsed, and worthy of vigorous revival. The concept of witchcraft and witches was ancient, drawn from a conglomeration of primitive, pagan, and traditional beliefs (such as the night-riding, blood-sucking female striga). Even the diabolic pact, which became such a feature of early modern beliefs, had found expression via St Augustine who, though he denied the ability of humans to shapeshift, nevertheless acknowledged the delusive power of demons: ‘All arts of this sort [he was speaking of prophesying or divination] . . . are therefore nullities, or are part of a guilty superstition, springing out of a baleful fellowship between men and demons and are to be utterly repudiated and avoided by the Christian as the covenants [pacta] of a false and treacherous fellowship.’1


Demons, evidently, were thought to be at work on the weak, sparking in them false notions of their own power. Just prior to the high medieval period, in the tenth century, the Benedictine chronicler Regino of Prüm had voiced scepticism not in the existence of witches as people who attempted magical acts but of their actual power to do harm. His Canon Episcopi stated:




Bishops and their officials must labour with all their strength so that the pernicious art of sortilegium [sorcery, or physical acts – brewing potions or uttering incantations – with the aim of producing magical results] and maleficium [the broader form of evil magic intended to harm, whether by thought or deed], which was invented by the devil, is eradicated from their districts, and if they find a man or woman follower of this wicked sect to eject them foully disgraced from the parishes.


It is also not to be omitted that some wicked women, who have given themselves back to Satan and been seduced by illusions and phantasms of demons, believe and openly profess that, in the hours of night, they ride upon certain beasts with Diana, the goddess of pagans, and an innumerable multitude of women, and in the silence of the dead of the night to fly over vast spaces of earth, and obey her commands as of their lady, and are summoned to her service on certain nights . . . An innumerable multitude, deceived by this false opinion, believe this to be true, and so believing, wander from the right faith and return to the error of the pagans when they think that there is any of divinity or power except the one God. Because of this, the priests in all their churches should preach with all insistence to the people that they may know this to be in every way false, and that such phantasms are sent by the devil who deludes them in dreams.2





It was an attitude of scepticism – and a call for non-draconian correction of errors – responding, apparently, to a vexatious problem: fantasy-driven paganistic women deluding themselves into believing they possessed supernatural powers and might harness them to do harm. According to the Canon Episcopi, they were wrong, as was anyone who lent credulous ears to their ‘infidel’ claims: ‘Whoever therefore believes that anything can be made, or that any creature can be changed or transformed to better or worse, or be transformed into another species or likeness, except by God Himself who made everything and through whom all things were made, is beyond a doubt an infidel.’3 Yet the rather reasonable – if one can overlook the misogyny – approach was not, and would not be, universally shared. The Roman Catholic medieval world was not born in a vacuum. The people who lived under its considerable territories inherited a vast, colourful array of superstitions, mythic figures, and religious customs from the cultures and belief systems which preceded Christianity. And the Catholic Church, much as it might have liked to, could not wipe out centuries of lingering beliefs and practices, some of them tailored over time and place to fit a Christian framework, others more nakedly belonging to pre-Christian tradition. It could, though, engage in the same kind of process, repackaging some beliefs as its own (an obvious example being the overlaying of Christian holidays onto former pagan festival days) and proscribing others as either demonic or delusional. What once might have appeared to be useful pagan spirits might, over time, be transmuted into witches’ familiars.


The Church had reason to worry. If the Christian God didn’t appear to be answering prayers, an individual might, for example, try their luck with a pagan deity or some other folkloric sprite. The Church might then encourage them back into the fold by providing ritualistic alternatives – appeals to the saints, for example – or otherwise denounce the un-Christian deities and sprites as demons. Depending on time, location, and the perceived spread of anti-Christian practices – and depending on the perceived numbers of people betraying God – the Church and its more militant leaders and agents might, of course, turn to more severe measures of control and repression.


By the late fifteenth century, when Heinrich Kramer was active (having been born in around 1430), witchcraft was largely understood as a form of heresy: a belief or set of beliefs contrary to established, orthodox Catholic doctrine. It is notable that Pope Lucius III issued the decretal bull Ad abolendam (‘To Abolish’) in 1184, with a view to ‘abolishing divers malignant heresies’ such as the anti-papal and anti-Catholic Waldensian movement. In time, this led to a formal, episcopal Inquisition (which laid the groundwork for future medieval Inquisitions, empowered to torture and kill). As ever, the desire to discover wickedness invariably found it and spurred on further suspicions and searches. This was certainly the case with Pope Innocent III’s Albigensian Crusade (so-called due to the appellation pertaining to the southern French heretics) against the Cathars in Languedoc in the early thirteenth century. The murky episode of the Cathars – identified and ruthlessly hunted by the Catholic Church – can itself be seen as a step forward in advancing both beliefs about the evils of witchcraft and in devising means of eliminating it.


The Cathars, if they ever even existed as a unified, theologically coherent sect (and scholars have long recognised the lack of evidence for a single Catharistic faith, as opposed to a smattering of theologically disparate non-conformists across southern France), were of interest to the established Church. Over the course of the thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, strenuous efforts were made to identify, label, denounce, and punish these heretical anti-Christians. Not only Innocent III but his successors attributed to this supposed sect a slew of dark beliefs and practices. Via Crusades and Inquisitions, the plan was to wash Christendom clean of them, although in practice this led to variation in efficacy amongst Inquisitions, often according to the personal beliefs of Inquisitors (some of whom were far more active than others, and some of whom showed themselves believers in demonic witchcraft whilst others were more dubious). Whatever the enigmatic Cathars believed (and popularly this has been thought to include female participation in religious practices, a rejection of materialism, and an overarching Manichaean view of the cosmos as being composed of a duality between good – the human – and evil – the material world), the Holy Fathers were in no doubt. To them, the Cathars existed, were a threat, and were engaged in heretical, anti-Christian acts. These people were Satanists and must be crushed. Thus the campaign of armed persecution and suppression wore on, with one anti-Cathar papal legate – in response to being asked how the Catholic soldiery might sort Cathars from the innocent – supposedly uttering the horrifying words ‘Caedite eos. Novit enim Dominus qui sunt eius’ (popularly translated as ‘Kill them all. Let God sort them out’).4


It is due to the Cathar threat (or the enflaming of it) that institutional organisation against evil practices gained ground. This had implications for the future of witchcraft persecution both in its processes and its tendency to synthesise unorthodox beliefs with religion and the profane. The Cathars, it was claimed by Church authorities, were not just Satanists, nor even just heretics deserving of correction, but monstrous and devilish. This was not merely a dominant Catholic Church attempting to stamp out an inferior potential rival, but a genuine question of theology. The Church believed that a powerful sect of Cathars existed and formed a stable and dangerous bloc. It believed, too, that if these heretics rejected the Church and the material world, and if they viewed God as occupying a separate realm from the world, they must view the world as the devil’s territory. As earth-bound humans, must they not then worship Satan? It is even possible – and probably likely – that some people denounced as Cathars, who had doubts about the powerful Roman Church and its glittering hierarchy of wealthy clergymen, did think this way, whilst others subscribed to equally heretical beliefs about Christ being, as God was, pure spirit and thus unable to have suffered on the cross (which should therefore not be venerated).


The militant Catholic Church went further. These people were apparently sexual libertines who indulged in orgies, the better to abuse and degrade the physical bodies they held in contempt. They met in secret, dark places – caves, for example – and offered sacrifices to the devil. They could use inanimate objects to fly through the air with the aid of demonic forces. They assembled in ‘synagogues’ (the anti-Semitic sentiment being impossible to ignore). These were, in short, what future generations would recognise as outright witches; common, existing tropes about anti-Christian evil-doing (the sucking of blood and the eating of infants) would cross over with these stereotypes and a host of others in producing what became the traditional witch figure.


It was a figure already taking shape, as noted by the Welsh writer Walter Map, who also, typically, collapsed witchcraft, heresy, and anti-Semitism. To Map, writing in around 1182, families of heretics worshipped Satan, who might take on animalistic corporeal forms, with their bodies: ‘The families sit in silence, each in their synagogue, and wait. And in the middle of them, hanging by a rope, a black cat of marvellous size climbs down a rope. On seeing it, they put out the lights. They do not sing hymns or repeat them distinctly but hum through clenched teeth and pantingly feel their way towards the place where they saw their lord. When they have found him they kiss him, each the more humbly as he is the more inflamed with frenzy – some the feet more under the tail, most the private parts.’5 This description gives us an early association of devilry with black cats, but it also again reveals the obsession with bestiality – and sexuality more generally – that became such a feature of witchcraft accusations and trials.


The Cathars were wiped out by the mid fourteenth century, but the problem of heresy was not. Neither was an interest in exactly what kind of evil and perverse acts might be ascribed to heretics, or the associations between heretics and witchcraft, devil-worship, the invocation of servile demons, and sorcery. Nor were the active Inquisitions.


So it is that we find, in this period, people caught up in the net who were not thought to be part of any major heretical traditions. In 1384, in Italy, Sibilla Zanni and Pierina de Bugatis were investigated by the Inquisition, where they revealed a tale of a mystical cult which met with and worshipped a quasi-divine woman, Madonna Oriente, who had the power to kill and, with a magic wand, reanimate animals, the flesh of which the women would eat (excluding the donkey, due to its association with Jesus Christ). According to Pierina, at least in her later accounts, both the living and the dead attended such pagan-flavoured meetings. Both women were ordered to do penance by wearing red crosses, with the Inquisition evidently believing them to be fantasists. Yet six years later the Church was less forgiving of their tall tales and charged both with devil worship, rewriting their more or less pagan claims with anti-demonic pens. Their tale – under the Inquisitors’ gaze having developed to include raising the devil in human form and signing a blood pact with him – saw them both sentenced to death. So did confessions (often obtained under torture from people who had probably attempted no more than simple curses, oaths, or harmless rituals) of summoning devils and begging favours of them elsewhere in Europe at this time – as, for example, Jeanne de Brigue, burnt at the stake in 1390 in Paris for alleged divination and invocation of a demon called Haussibut.


During this period, sorcery and maleficia – traditional ‘low magic’ practices still in the process of being aligned with demoniacal activity to produce classic witchcraft – were thriving. Here, Church figures were not immune from accusations themselves. In the sphere of high politics, then inextricable from religion, Bishop Peter of Bayeux was accused of resorting to sorcery against Philip III of France in 1278. Kings were, indeed, susceptible to maleficia; Louis X of France investigated claims that the sorcerers Jacques Dulot and his wife had been hired by the royal minister and Grand Chamberlain, Enguerrand de Marigny, and his wife, Alips de Mons. Their magic had aimed at the crown. All four were executed in 1315. The means of sorcery – and one which recurs throughout the early modern period and which exists today – was the use of wax dolls, manipulated with the intent of causing actual harm to the person whose likeness they captured. Political witchcraft – or political maleficia and the hiring of sorcerers for political ends – remained a potent accusation across the centuries (with a curious lull in the mid fourteenth century), carrying on alongside the more infamous mass trials of those thought to have engaged in diabolic pacts. The two strands might even collide in spectacular fashion, as in the case of the disgraced one-time French military hero Gilles de Rais, who was sentenced to be hanged and burned in 1440 following an inquisitio infamiae (a secret ecclesiastical investigation) and trial which saw him accused of summoning demons, consulting magic books, engaging in sodomy, and – gruesomely – murdering several children.


It is, however, undeniable that the high medieval period was predominantly concerned with shaping a narrative which denounced heretics as witches, and witches as heretics. Their focus, however, was very much on the heresy. As Goodare has pointed out, the Inquisitors were doing nothing as blunt – or as intellectually dishonest – as calling Jews (or Waldensians, or for that matter Cathars or any other emerging sects) witches; but certain tropes were historically anti-Christian and thus easily reused and further exaggerated. Not all heretics were witches, but all witches were heretics. The category of ‘witch’ would take time to come into its own, especially among those leaders and lawmen who took it seriously as a threat. Accordingly, as the late medieval era bloomed, so too did a flowering of scholarly discussion and debate on the issue of witchcraft, often in response to the findings of the Inquisitions, the trials held in various territories, or those curious cases of sorcery and maleficia which continued to flourish.


As Brian P. Levack has noted, ‘Prior to the 1420s, the concept of witchcraft as a crime involving both harmful magic and devil-worship was in the process of formation: therefore, it is problematic to speak of the prosecutions that took place during those years as witchcraft trials.’6 In other words, most ‘witches’ were persecuted not as full-blown devil-worshipping, demon-pact-signing, black-magic-casting classic witches; they were predominantly on trial either for anti-Catholic heresies (such as paganistic devil- or demon-worship), for causing harm (or intending to cause harm) via maleficia or sorcery (without consistent interest in outright diabolism), or for political reasons (either due to bad faith accusations by opponents or due to the accused having genuinely attempted harm against rivals by magical means). It was in the fifteenth century that these accusations began to converge to form what we might confidently call the ‘classic witch’. This period also, not coincidentally, began seeing the first ‘classic witch hunts’, as reports out of Switzerland indicated shocking outbreaks of demonic activity on the part of suspected heretics.


It is curious – and prescient for the patterns to be followed in Britain – that the Swiss hunts signalled what would be features of mass hunts across Europe: paranoia, contagion, and the involvement of the secular authorities in prosecution. Switzerland had experience of witchcraft tried secularly, notably in the case of one Stedelen, a man burned in the early fifteenth century (with the judge, Peter von Greyerz, affirming his own belief in the reality of maleficia, sorcery, and the demonic pact). The Valais region (then part of Savoy but today a Swiss Canton) had been troubled by Inquisitorial interest in rooting out heretical Waldensians in Fribourg (to the north). It is likely that, as with the Cathars, fear of witchcraft and demonic practices had been enflamed in the process. At any rate, according to contemporary chronicler Johannes (or Hans) Fründ, what began as a small number of complaints – neighbour against neighbour – snowballed, with a medley of accusations (including heresy, lycanthropy, sorcery, invocation and worship of Satan, maleficia, flying on enchanted chairs, invisibility, and demonic pacts) spreading across the entire region. Authorities swooped. In August 1428, the use of torture was authorised, provided sufficient accusations against a person were secured. Unsurprisingly, barbaric methods apparently worked. According to Fründ (who, it should be noted, might have embroidered what was originally a series of accusations of simple maleficia in order to sensationalise the phenomenon), lurid confessions emerged, involving the murder and cannibalism of children, mass-meetings (nocturnal gatherings which, like similar meetings in previous Inquisitorial trials, were prototypical ‘sabbats’, though that word was centuries away), and the casting on of illness, impotence, and injury. Fründ claimed hundreds were burned, the idea being that the flames separated the soul from the body, provided a double execution (both secular and spiritual), and proved a deterrent to others. As a method of final punishment, this grisly act found favour in Scotland, France, Denmark, and Spain – though not in England or North America, where hanging alone would be considered sufficient.


One sees in the Valais affair – and its many Swiss sequels (and it is worth noting that the last individual ‘witch’ executed in Switzerland was Anna Göldi in 1782) – many of the Inquisitorial and secular fears of heresy, dark magic, and devilry combining under a secular hammer, whether through Johannes Fründ’s elaboration or not. Whether the trials were mainly for maleficia or if they did indeed produce the more extreme, demonic accounts the author claimed, it is apparent that they progressed in number as the community became embroiled in its own terrors and suspicions, which in turn affected neighbouring communities.


What caused the Valais affair in Switzerland? What caused neighbour to turn on neighbour? Certainly, they had the example of the Inquisition, which was doing much to cement the image of the witch. But it is worth noting that the duchy of Savoy had fairly recently witnessed high-profile witchcraft accusations against the enemies of its leader, Amadeus VIII. In 1417, Jean Lageret, the duke’s former councillor, and a physician called Michael Dishypotis, had attempted to conjure demons using statuettes (a form of both sorcery and invocation) to gain influence at the ducal court.7 Witchcraft worries were in the air – and that air was blowing down from the top. It is difficult in this case – given the sparseness of material – to blame any individual figure as a leader, but it is clear that both the Inquisition and the secular ruler had been active in matters involving witchcraft. The problem was that a climate of fear and suspicion, once created (deliberately or accidentally, whether by high politics or general political instability, or a combination of both) could not necessarily be curtailed if the people began availing themselves of the legal machinery to vent their fears, or even to escalate local disputes. Amadeus himself, elected by a rump of the troubled Council of Basel in 1437 as anti-pope, was denounced by the pontiff, Eugenius IV, as




the first-born son of Satan, the most unfortunate Amadeus, once duke and prince of Savoy. He meditated this scheme for long. Several years ago, as is widely said, he was seduced by the trickery, soothsayings and phantoms of certain unfortunate men and women of low reputation (commonly called wizards or witches or Waldensians and said to be very numerous in his country), who had forsaken their Saviour to turn backwards to Satan and be deceived by demonic illusions, to have himself raised up to be a monstrous head in God’s church.8





Dispute and accusation were rife, from the top to the bottom – and dispute and accusation begged victims and scapegoats. The beleaguered Eugenius found one in Amadeus (who would outlive the pope and continue his own Church career). Yet the mass trials which began in Valais indicated that witchcraft was not just a spiritual crime but one which, given its apparent power to endanger life and property, interested secular authorities who could, like the Inquisitions (but not the normal ecclesiastical courts, which lacked the power of arrest), authorise torture and execution. Legal systems and jurisdictions across Europe were still developing and sometimes competing, and laws were still being written to deal with crimes of all kinds. The Catholic Church, or the pope at least, was unwilling to relinquish its role as chief accuser.


This was made clear in the Inquisitorial mass trials which took place at Arras in 1459. There, the focus was, again, on heresy, with witchcraft – in particular the Waldensians (known also as the Vaudois) – an easy target. The most energetic persecutor was the fanatical Inquisitor Pierre le Broussard, whose attentions were brought to a young woman, reputedly a sex worker, called Deniselle (or Demiselle) Grenieres, who was arrested and thrown in the bishop’s palace. There, she was asked if she knew a hermit named Robinet de Vaulx. It was an ominous question. Robinet had recently been burnt for sorcery at Langres, claiming during his trial that a number of Frenchwomen, including Deniselle, were sorcerers. The unfortunate woman was repeatedly tortured and confessed, naming an elderly painter, Jehan la Vitte, known colloquially as Abbot Little Sense. La Vitte was arrested and, in a terror of what he might say – or be induced to say – mutilated his own tongue. It did him little good. He, in turn, was tortured into confessing that he had indeed been a heretical Waldensian – and he, too, told the Inquisitors what they wanted to hear: there had been many others. Further, he named names.


The hunt was on, taking in barbers, sex workers, sergeants, and business owners. When the vicars at Arras began expressing doubts – or rather fears that the affair was getting out of hand – the Dean of Arras, Jacques Dubois, as dedicated to the cause as Broussard, regrouped with the more active Inquisitors to double down on proceedings. The whole thing threatened scandal, as battle lines were drawn between those leading the charge against heretical witchcraft and those who opposed what was becoming an embarrassing explosion of torture and accusation. The fever pitch of spectacle was reached when the accused were brought to the scaffold wearing mitres with the devil painted on them (his appearance resembling that found in their confessions: he was a goat with a monkey’s tail and a human face). Publicly, they confessed to using devil-procured salves which they rubbed on sticks, thus giving them the power of flight. On their enchanted sticks they had flown to meetings with Satan, where they had drunk wine, sold their souls, and kissed his backside whilst holding flaming torches. With la Vitte presiding as master of ceremonies, they had trod and spat on the cross, and engaged in sex with their shapeshifting, gender-fluid new master. This was the crux of the Inquisitors’ fears: conspiratorial meetings of the ungodly, which they alleged took the form of illicit, often sexually charged assemblies. After affirming the confession, the self-congratulatory ecclesiastical authorities handed the accussed over to the secular ones for execution. Immediately, the terrified victims began recanting and claiming that Dubois had promised the accused their lives if they confessed to the pre-written litany of evil. Dubois and his cronies had an answer. The devil was making them obstinate. Twelve people were led to the stakes at various locations.


The horrors continued and increased, the first flames setting light to a terror that threatened to engulf local dignitaries and senior burghers. Arras began to get a dark name. Trade was threatened. The wealthy began to decamp, sometimes being chased in their flight from potential accusation. Towards the end of 1460, such luminaries as the Lord Colard de Beaufort had been taken up and confessed to flying on sticks and attending woodland assemblies. At the intervention of the Duke of Burgundy, who was invited to assess matters and who consulted academic opinion (which was typically divided), the latest batch of prisoners were found guilty but merely imprisoned. This proved to be a mistake on the authorities’ part. Beaufort, at least, was capable of independent action in response to his treatment, and he undertook to sue his tormentors in the Parliament of Paris. The Parliament, examining what had been going on in detail, loudly denounced affairs at Arras as an abuse of power on the part of the Inquisitors. Beaufort was freed, as were the others. Dubois, who had been one of the most duplicitous and tyrannical ecclesiastics involved, was spared embarrassment: he suffered a stroke and died without regaining the power of speech in early 1461.


Arras, then, was freed from the grip of suspicion – and there was even condemnation of its religious excesses as an unusually abhorrent anomaly. It is here worth noting that these multiple-accused affairs were, both in the 1400s and later, never normal. Indeed, wide-scale persecutions (as against the Waldensians, the Cathars – or even the Knights Templar, who faced the typical accusations of blasphemy, heresy, devilish cross-denying, and cat’s bottom-kissing in the course of their suppression) resulted from the desires of particularly active leaders who took their beliefs seriously enough to pursue them to extremes. This sense of intense hunting being the exception would set the pattern for centuries to come.


But what, then, was a witch? A heretic of the wrong opinions whose activities smacked of the demonic and were patched together from a melange of ancient or traditional practices? A separate category of anti-Christian felon? And, depending on the answer, who should be hunting them – the Inquisitions (which were hardly spread fairly across Europe, with some nations, such as England and Scotland, untouched by them) or the secular authorities? These questions needed answers.


Medieval and early modern scholars disliked nebulous origins; they liked to be right, and they liked to argue (ideally about how right they were). Above all, they liked order. Witches, constructed from a variety of sources welded and melded together by different institutions at different times and in different places, had to have a clear origin, purpose, and definition. It wasn’t good enough to conflate or confuse witchcraft with the disparate heretical sects which seemed to be popping up across Europe. The question of the veracity of their supernatural abilities, too, had to be settled. They were either really possessed of powers (with demonic intervention) or deluded by the devil into thinking they were. Happily, they could fit into the established order. The universe, it was believed, was fixed, with God ruling heaven and the earth from the apex of the cosmos. The earth, fixed and immovable, was surrounded by rotating celestial spheres, on whose axes the sun, moon, and other planetary bodies moved. Above and outside them, under the guiding hands of the good angels, rotated the sphere of stars, and above and outside that was the kingdom of heaven. It therefore stood to learned reason that the devil and his demons dwelt as far from God’s celestial kingdom as possible: in hell, at the centre of the earth. The question was whether witches could act as his earthly servants and bring him topside.


It was probably in response to the various secular and Inquisitorial trials that academics and writers sought to codify witches as representative of something newly identified and distinct. Johannes Fründ, who documented the Valais affair, called this new category of evildoer the Hexsen (which would catch on in Germany). Nicolas Jacquiers was unusual in connecting demonic witchcraft with the harmful low magic of maleficia; his ideas are particularly notorious as a potential trigger of the Arras trials. Other writers followed, including amongst their ranks poets, Dominicans, Franciscans, and secular authorities, each arguing their case for or against the reality of witchcraft. Particularly influential was Johannes Nider’s Formicarius (1475) which, though sceptical of some claims arising from heresy trials, did much to promote the idea of female susceptibility to diabolical witchcraft and thereby link the idea of the village witch engaged in maleficia or sorcery to a source every bit as demonic as that from which the heretical magic wielder derived their powers. In this way, trials fed academic belief, and academic legitimacy fed trials. Cases would recur throughout the late fifteenth century (with the periods 1455–60 and 1480–85 seeing spikes).9 Some, however, failed entirely. It was the failure to ignite an assault on witches – in the Tyrol – that prompted Heinrich Kramer to take up his pen and write a book which would have more influence on witchcraft, even if not immediately, than any other until King James’s own Daemonologie.
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This Twilight and Evening of the World


The Malleus Maleficarum (popularly translated as The Hammer of the Witches), published in 1486, was originally attributed to Heinrich Kramer, though from 1519 Dominican Inquisitor Jacob Sprenger (whose level of involvement in the authorship is disputed) was co-credited. It has gone down in history as the springboard for the wider acceptance of witchcraft and witches as real, at least in terms of their actual abilities and demonic associations. So too has it the dubious honour of cementing the idea of witches as female. It can therefore be said to have met its goals. Having failed to spark a mass persecution at Innsbruck in the Tyrol, Kramer was determined to end the decades, indeed the centuries, of doubts, uncertainty, and debate on the nature of witchcraft.


In truth, the book has certainly been influential and deserves its infamy; but it was, at least initially, a failure in that it appears not to have unleashed a wave of witch-hunting across Europe. The Malleus was, if anything, a sleeper hit rather than an immediate success; it instituted no immediate cultural (or religious) revolution. The text’s misogyny is typical, albeit illustrative of the codification of a trend which was already apparent: the idea that women were more likely to be witches. According to Kramer, the reason why ‘a greater number of witches is found in the fragile feminine sex . . . is accredited by actual experience, apart from the verbal testimony of credible witnesses’. Further, ‘there are three things in nature, the Tongue, the Ecclesiastic, and a Woman, which know no moderation in goodness or vice’. The Bible supported him. Ecclesiasticus XXV acknowledged that ‘there was no wrath above the wrath of a woman’, and women were popularly considered (in a reversal of modern attitudes) to be the gender more inclined to carnal lust. The preoccupation with women as a threat to masculine virtue is typical if unedifying. Two chapters of the Malleus are dedicated to fears of women enchanting (or stealing) male virility. In addition to concerning herself with causing impotence in men and abortions in women, the witch might go further: ‘In the town of Ratisbon a certain young man who had an intrigue with a girl, wishing to leave her, lost his member; that is to say, some glamour was cast over it so that he could see or touch nothing but his smooth body.’1
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