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The History of Witchcraft


Witchcraft has recently been undergoing a huge popular revival, but does modern pagan witchcraft really bear any resemblance to its historical antecedents?


The witch in history was a very different creature from her modern counterpart, and this book sets out to explore the historical background to the European witchcraft phenomenon. It examines in detail the growth of the ideological, cultural and legal concepts that eventually led to the carnage of the Witch Craze in the 16th and 17th centuries, which, it is estimated, may have claimed the lives of around 40,000 people.


For both Medieval and Reformation scholars alike the Devil and all his works were a very real threat. Their conviction that witches were the servants of Satan led to the formation of perhaps one of the greatest conspiracy theories of all time: a belief that witches were working in league with the Devil in a diabolical plot against all Christendom. Witches were transformed from poor deluded old women who rode out at night with the pagan goddess Diana into devil-worshipping heretics who became the focus of a centuries-long, Europe-wide campaign determined to seek out and destroy this evil wherever it was to be found, regardless of whether any of its victims were actually guilty or not.
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Introduction









 Harry Potter is in the ascendant and Wicca is one of the fastest-growing religions in the world today; in the twenty-first century witches and witchcraft still have us under a timeless magical spell. Harry Potter’s phenomenal success owes much to author JK Rowling’s masterful ability to bring to life some powerful archetypal figures. The witch, the wizard, the magician; we all intuitively know who they are and what they can do. Transformers, shape-shifters, healers, soothsayers, challengers, destroyers; every culture has its witches and wizards and in every culture they are both admired and feared. Young Harry Potter and his school friends neatly sum up the Western fairytale vision of the witch and the wizard. They fly on broomsticks, wear pointy hats, cast spells with magic wands, brew up potions in cauldrons, refer to dusty grimoires of magical instruction, and keep toads and owls as helpful familiars. To board the Hogwarts Express is to leave reality far behind and to enter a world of fairytale dreamscapes and collective imagining, in which good and evil become a question of black and white and no one stops to ask how witches and wizards came to possess their awesome supernatural abilities.


Back in the real world, however, it is just such questions of good and evil, of natural and supernatural, which have long been at the core of our perceptions of witchcraft, and have shaped the role of witches and witchcraft in our society, often with deadly consequences. This Pocket Essential Guide looks at the relationship between the witch and society in European history. It is time-bound, geography-bound, and, most importantly, reality-bound. It does not deal with fairytale witchcraft, modern pagan witchcraft or witchcraft in non-European cultures. That said, to avoid misunderstanding and confusion, we should perhaps stop for a moment and define exactly what we mean by historical witchcraft and, in particular, how it differs from the modern pagan religion of Wicca. There have been many misconceptions amongst modern pagan witches about the origins of their faith and its relationship to the witchcraft of history. Recently, the scholar Ronald Hutton, in his book The Triumph of the Moon, has undertaken the first professional historical analysis of the birth of what he calls ‘the only religion England has ever given the world’, and Wicca has finally been given a firm historical foundation on which to rest, one based on sound academic principles and not on half-truths and romantic myth.


Perhaps the easiest way to approach the confusion and discrepancies that exist between modern pagan witchcraft and historical witchcraft is to look at the subject in terms of the two classical systems of thought that underpin each type of witchcraft. Whilst the magical element of Wicca is ultimately a child (or at least a great-, great-, great-, great-grandchild) of the Neo-Platonic Renaissance, historical witchcraft beliefs had their foundations in medieval Aristotelian thought. The Aristotelian scholars of the Middle Ages believed that magic could only be performed with the aid of demons, hence the accusation that all witchcraft was the work of the Devil. The Renaissance thinkers, however, postulated that magic was a natural science and that absolutely no demons were necessary in order for humans to relate magically to their environment. Whilst Neo-Platonism posited a natural explanation for magic, Aristotelianism posited a supernatural explanation.


The Neo-Platonic system of thought became the dominant one amongst occultists who, since the Renaissance, have largely viewed the practice of magic in Neo-Platonic terms as an entirely natural phenomenon. In modern Wicca this Neo-Platonic occult philosophy of Natural Magic has found a bedfellow in the pantheistic pagan spirituality born out of the eighteenth-century Romantic movement. Wicca has given structure to a religious impulse that animates and imbues the whole of the natural world with a vital life force that moves in cycles of both generation and destruction and permeates and connects every living being. Gods, goddesses, faeries and spirits are viewed either as personifications of this holistic life force or as non-material entities arising from nature. There is no particular concept of good and evil, and man-made evils are generally seen as the result of alienation from nature and the life force that sustains it.


This witchcraft is a whole world (and system of thought) away from the witchcraft that began to take shape under the dominant Aristotelian worldview of the Christian Middle Ages and eventually settled into its classic stereotypical form towards the end of the fifteenth century. It is this view of witchcraft with which we will concern ourselves throughout the rest of this book. In this view, the witch was believed to make a pact with the Devil, whom she worshipped at nocturnal gatherings known as the Sabbat (or Sabbath), which usually took place in some wild and remote area or cave. She flew to the Sabbat with her fellow witches, usually on a broomstick, and there they paid homage to the Devil, whom they worshipped. They invoked demons, cooked up gruesome feasts consisting largely of the flesh of unbaptised babies, and then extinguished the lights and copulated indiscriminately with whomever was closest to hand.The Devil himself, or one of his lesser demons, presided over these Sabbats, and he usually appeared in the form of a man described as being black or dressed in black. At other times he appeared in the form of a goat, a dog, a cat, a toad, or some other animal. The Devil baptised his witches with a special identifying mark, known as the Devil’s Mark, and they served him by committing various acts of maleficia, malicious and harmful sorcery, which usually took the form of bewitching their neighbours’ cattle or children, blasting crops, and causing illness and death in their local communities. The witches gained their magical abilities from the Devil and were often aided in their destructive work by demons, who frequently took the form of familiars, or magical pets.


Whilst the ideological foundations for this witchcraft lie in the Middle Ages, it was not a medieval invention. It occurs both before and after the medieval era. Belief in witchcraft can be traced back into antiquity and the widespread persecution of witches popularly known as the Witch Craze did not get under way in earnest until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Most of us are familiar with the so-called ‘Burning Times’, in which those accused of witchcraft were tortured and burnt at the stake. The seemingly epidemic proportions of these executions has led to the term ‘craze’ being applied to these outbreaks of witch-hunting, which appear to the modern observer to have been the result of some form of mass hysteria. To a large extent, the Witch Craze was a Western European phenomenon and witchcraft developed very differently in Western Europe than it did in Britain and the peripheral regions of Europe. In fact, the main force of the Witch Craze was concentrated within a relatively small central band of Western Europe encompassing France and Germany. The historian Robert Thurston has observed that ‘one could draw a circle with a 300-mile radius around Strasbourg that would encompass well over 50 per cent of all witch trials’.


Historians have long sought to explain why the Witch Craze took place when and where it did. It is a phenomenon peculiar to a particular moment in European history, yet the belief in witchcraft was nothing new, and certainly not limited to Europe. The historical study of witchcraft has focused primarily on piecing together the many elements of European witch beliefs that ultimately combined to cause the deaths of an estimated 40,000 people for the alleged ‘crime’ of witchcraft during the Witch Craze. Many functional theories have been put forward to try to explain the Witch Craze, from social, economic and religious strife to the oppression of women and the need to find scapegoats on whom to blame misfortunes and natural disasters. While all these theories have a valid role to play in understanding the many factors that contributed to both the rise of witch-hunting in general and individual witch-hunts in particular, none of them satis-factorily explains the entire phenomenon. There is no ‘one size fits all’ theory that adequately covers the history of European witchcraft. Modern historians have concentrated on examining the relationships between the many cultural, religious and legal strands that gradually accumulated and evolved throughout the Middle Ages and into the early modern period and that created the unique set of conditions which allowed the Witch Craze to find form. Both the classic stereotype of the witch that developed on the Continent and the Devil she was alleged to serve were composite figures drawn from a number of different ideological and cultural sources, and fed by a variety of changes in the legal and social make-up of European society over a number of centuries.The belief in witchcraft did not fully exist in its classic, stereotypical form until the end of the fifteenth century, and it is to the preceding centuries that historians must look in order to unearth the origins of the witch beliefs that laid the foundations for the Witch Craze.


Witches and witchcraft have always been present in society in one form or another. In early medieval Europe common sorcerers and cunning folk were largely tolerated as part of the social fabric of daily life. Most jurisdictions had laws against using magic to inflict harm or cause death but prosecutions were not widespread. By the late medieval period and into the early modern period, however, witchcraft had taken on a very new and distinct meaning.The causes for this change in perception were mainly rooted in a new paranoia that was shaking the foundations of European society. Between the years 1000 and 1400 Europe underwent a major transformation in its social and political outlook. The military threat posed by invading Muslim armies, the split with the eastern Orthodox Church, the rise of heresy and the devastating arrival of the Black Death all combined to create a new siege mentality in the European psyche that would radically alter many aspects of social, spiritual and political life. Medieval Europe perceived itself as under attack and the later Middle Ages were overflowing with conspiracy theories; Jews, lepers, heretics and infidels were all targeted as the new ‘enemies from within’, plotting to destroy European Christendom in a diabolical conspiracy engineered by Satan himself. Gradually the figure of the witch began to emerge as the ultimate symbol of this covert evil working against society from within and the paranoia of the Middle Ages was carried over into the early modern period, sustained and propelled by a deep-seated fear of the Devil.


In this Pocket Essential Guide we will take a look at the origins of some of the ideological, cultural and legal developments that led to the formation of Continental European witch beliefs and analyse the main components of the classic witchcraft stereotype. We will also examine witch beliefs in the English-speaking world and how they differed from those on the Continent. We will conclude by taking a look at some of the theories that have attempted to answer the question of whether or not an actual witch cult ever really existed.


 





















A Brief Guide to the Devil and All His Works









At the very heart of historical witchcraft beliefs lies the ominous figure of the Devil. Despite the increasing secularisation of much of Western culture the Devil is still firmly ingrained in our imaginations. We all think we know who the Devil is. He is Satan, the Prince of Darkness, author of all evil, also known as Lucifer, Beelzebub and many other names. He has horns, cloven hooves and a tail, and carries a pitchfork. He delights in leading sinners astray and ensnaring souls. His abode is the fiery pits of Hell and he commands vast legions of demons. But our ideas about the Devil are actually the conflation of a number of different influences that gradually merged and became more powerful and distinct during the course of the Middle Ages.








Unravelling the Threads







And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. (Revelations 12:9)








The singular concept of the Devil that emerged during the Middle Ages was a synthesis of various Biblical and mythical figures and textual references. Primary among these were the adversary who tempts both Job in the Old Testament and Christ in the New Testament, the rebel leader of the fallen angels who became known as Lucifer and was associated with the morning star, and the serpent who tricked Eve in the Garden of Eden. Also evident was the influence of the dualist ideology of the Persian Zoroastrian religion, and the Devil’s physical appearance owes its origins to the old gods of pagan Europe.





The Adversary


 The Hebrew word satan means ‘adversary’, ‘accuser’ or ‘obstructer’. In the Old Testament it seems to refer both to angels and to humans and simply to denote one who opposes or obstructs. In Numbers 22, for example, an angel of the Lord places himself in the way of Balaam to prevent him leaving: ‘And God’s anger was kindled because he went: and the angel of the Lord stood in the way for an adversary against him’. This is also the Islamic understanding of Satan, and the equivalent Arabic word is ‘shaitan’.


In the Book of Job, an angel of the Lord with the title of Satan, or Ha-Satan (the prefix ‘Ha’ simply meaning ‘The’), takes on a more distinct and individuated personality but he is still a member of God’s divine court. He acts only with the full permission of God and appears in Heaven before the throne of God, alongside the other ‘Sons of God’. God asks Ha-Satan for his opinion regarding a man named Job, whom God considers to be ‘perfect and upright’. Satan suggests that Job is only faithful because God showers him with riches and good fortune and asks for God’s leave to test the faith of Job, attempting to provoke Job into cursing God by subjecting him to great adversity. His role here is not to create evil but rather to expose evil in the hearts of men by challenging their loyalty to God. Satan and God talk together with great familiarity and it seems clear that God has entrusted Satan to act on His behalf to uncover sinfulness.


In the New Testament Satan again appears as a more distinct personality, and this time he tests the faith of Christ Himself by tempting Him in the wilderness. We are not told if God has specifically sent Satan to perform this task, but he does appear to be reprising the role he took in the Book of Job.





The Fallen Angel


One persistent myth relating to the Devil is that he was once an angel in heaven, the highest of all the angels, but that he rebelled against God and was cast out of heaven and fell to earth. Various versions of the story blame the angel’s fall on his pride and his refusal to bow down to God’s creation, Adam.This version of the story appears in the Koran, where the angel is called Iblis. After his fall Iblis declares himself to be the enemy of mankind and dedicates himself to leading them astray, starting with Adam and Eve (or Hawwa’, as she is known in the Koran) in the Garden of Eden, whom he tricks into eating the forbidden fruit. In the Yezidi faith the angel is called Melek Ta’us (meaning ‘God’s Angel’), the Peacock Angel, who was the first created of all beings. According to Yezidi tradition, Melek Ta’us cried for 7,000 years in repentance for his disobedience and God forgave him. Melek Ta’us is the central deity of the Yezidi faith whose followers believe God gave the earth to be ruled over by him and that he is the Lord of This World.


Another version of the story tells how a group of angels descended to earth and intermarried with mortal women. The legend is only indirectly referred to in the Bible. Genesis 6 briefly alludes to the story:







And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born unto them. That the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives all of which they chose… There were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children to them, the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.








In the original Hebrew the word ‘giants’ was rendered as ‘nephilim’, meaning ‘fallen ones’, a word derived from ‘naphal’, meaning ‘to fall’. The apocryphal First Book of Enoch further elaborates on this story. It tells how a group of about two hundred angels called the Grigori, or ‘Watchers’, was set by God to watch over humanity. However, these Watchers, persuaded by their leaders Samyaza and Azazel, defied God and intermarried with mortal women, begetting children by them.The Grigori further angered God by teaching their mortal wives and children many previously secret angelic arts, including enchantments, metalwork, astrology, meteorology and the use of cosmetics. The children of this union were a race of giant demons called the Nephilim, who wrought havoc upon the earth, prompting God to send the Great Flood to wipe them out. God punished the Watchers by imprisoning them ‘in the valleys of the earth’ until Judgement Day.





The Morning Star


As the third brightest object in the sky after the sun and moon, the planet Venus, the morning star, has a long mythic association with the rebel leader of the fallen angels. In St Jerome’s fifth-century Vulgate Latin translation of the Bible he uses the name Lucifer in a passage in Isaiah 14, which Jewish scholars generally agree refers to the oppressive Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar:







How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how art thou cut down to the ground… For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God… I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most high.Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides of the pit.
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