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Introduction


JEAN MENZIES


Which witch is it anyway? When we hear (or read) the word witch we all doubtless have a specific image we conjure in our mind. Maybe it’s the reclusive crone of fairy tales who lives in the woods and munches on children. Maybe it’s the broomstick-riding, pointy-black-hat-wearing woman that adorns your Halloween decorations. Maybe it’s the ordinary seventeenth-century village person accused of sorcery by their jealous neighbour. Or maybe it’s your wise, nature-loving best friend who always knows which kind of tea to brew in any situation. Witch, as a word and a concept, has taken on many meanings to many different people over the centuries – but where did it all begin?


The word ‘witch’ is actually an evolution of the Old English word wicca (masculine) or wicce (feminine), which in its earliest use was an undeniably negative thing – just look at the laws of the early English kings, which punished both Wiccans and those that associated with them.* These witches, or Wiccans, were deemed dangerous, malicious figures to society; they were men and women who, according to the state and Christian church, were associates of the devil, practitioners of black magic and heretics all wrapped in one. They are also the same witches (conceptually) who suffered during the early modern witch trials in Europe and its colonies, and you cannot talk about witches without talking about the witch trials.


These infamous trials occurred from the fifteenth to eighteenth centuries, with the height of the ‘witchcraft hysteria’ taking place over the sixteenth and seventeenth. During said trials, tens of thousands of people were tortured and executed both by state and church officials, and local community members. From Salem, Massachusetts, to North Berwick, Scotland, methods of punishment varied from hanging and burning to drowning, but all those who suffered were accused of the same crime: witchcraft. Yet, more often than not, these ‘witches’ were simply ordinary people who had likely never practised anything akin to magic in their lives and certainly not the malevolent sort. In fact, these witches were no witches at all. Nevertheless, the basis of much of our understanding of the word ‘witch’ equates magic, particularly as practiced by women, with mistrust.


At the same time, however, there were the ‘cunning folk’ – medieval European folk healers who practiced the ‘cunning’ arts. Often respected and relied on by their local communities, some were sought out for cures to witch’s magic, while others were caught up in the hysteria of the witch trials and condemned as witches themselves. Meanwhile, long before the terms witch or witchcraft were even coined, various pantheons around the world included deities whose remits included magic and the likes – from the Norse goddess Freyja who practised the prophetic art of seiðr, to the ancient Egyptian goddess Isis whom the pharaohs looked to for her magical protection. These goddesses might have been feared, but they were also loved and respected, as were their priests and priestesses.


Today, thousands of neopagans (paganism simply being a term coined by ancient Christians to refer to polytheistic religions) have reclaimed the titles ‘witch’ and ‘Wiccan’ to refer to their spiritual practice: a craft rooted in our connection with nature and performed according to the Wiccan Rede; ‘an’ it harm none, do what ye will’.*


So, I repeat, which witch is it anyway?


There is the warlock, the sorcerer, the magician, the wizard, the enchantress and so many others who, like witches, wield magic in a variety of ways. Are they distinct? Or are they different words used to describe the same people? It very much depends on who you ask (as well as where and when). Some would divide these titles along gender lines, others according to the kind of magic they perform or the intent of that magic itself. Yet, historically, more often than not, these definitions do not easily apply.


Regardless of how you distinguish between witches and their colleagues, magic, of course, is the common denominator, yet another frustratingly elusive term. While today many might consider magic, religion, politics and science distinct and separate topics, either unrelated to or even in conflict with one another, this has not always been the case. Take, for example, ancient Greece, from where the word mageia comes. In classical Athens, not only could you be taken to court for harmful magic, but you might also find yourself the subject of a curse tablet thanks to your legal opponent. Pythagoras of Samos, probably most famous for Pythagoras’ theorem, was not only a mathematician, but also a philosopher and a purveyor of supposed miracles such as flight. Meanwhile, the Mesopotamian āšipu was doctor, priest and magician all wrapped up in one. And despite King James VI’s championship of the witch trials, there are plenty of royals throughout history who weren’t quite so discerning; take for example Henry IV, who hired twelve alchemists to discover the elixir of life.


As always, where we wish for lines there are often none, whilst the ones that exist are frustratingly blurry. If anything, the only thing we can claim for certain is that there has always existed a tenuous balance between society and those who are believed to practice magical arts – whether they are feared, condemned or lauded. So here I have brought together tales concerning a diverse selection of witches and their magical kin. Good witches, bad witches, unfairly condemned witches; evil wizards, wise sorcerers and members of royalty who are just really good with herbs and spices. And just when the Brothers Grimm have convinced you that all fairy tale witches are evil, there will come another story to prove you wrong.









CARRIED AWAY BY THE WIND


This Polish folk tale was translated into English for the first time by the folklorist John Theophilus Naaké in his 1874 collection Slavonic Fairy Tales – the origins of which he attributes to an unspecified collection of folk tales by Polish writer K. W. Wojcicki. The story is, of course, a natural fit for this collection given the presence of both a witch and a wizard. Interestingly enough, however, despite the common folk-tale trope of the evil witch, it’s the wizard that the protagonist has to worry about here. While there are plenty of witches who commit nefarious deeds in this collection, this tale is a nice inversion of what you might have come to expect and, instead of demonizing feminine magic, it celebrates it.
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A certain magician being angry with a young peasant, came to the hut where he lived and stuck a new and sharp knife under the threshold, repeating an incantation as he did so, accompanied by this wish: “May this peasant be seized and carried away by the wind into the air, there to remain for seven whole years.”


The peasant went into the fields to make hay, when all of a sudden a great wind arose. It scattered the hay over the field, and seized the peasant himself. In vain he struggled, in vain he caught hold with his strong arms of hedge or branch of tree, the invisible power lifted him up and carried him away.


Borne, as if on the wings of the wind, among the clouds, he flew like a wild pigeon. The sun began already to disappear in the west, and the hungry peasant could see the smoke ascending from the cottages in his village, where supper was cooking. At one time he could almost touch the chimney pots with his feet, and he screamed aloud for help. But he screamed and wept in vain; no one heard his cries, or saw his bitter tears.


He was thus carried about in the air for nearly three months, and by that time, from hunger and thirst, had become dried up like a piece of wood. He travelled over a large part of the world, but the wind carried him chiefly over the village where he had lived.


With tears in his eyes he would look on the hut where dwelt his betrothed. He would see her coming out with dinner for some one of the family. He would spread his thin, cold arms towards her, and call her by her name. His voice would die in his throat, while the girl would not even look up.


Away and away the peasant was borne by the wind. Presently he saw the cruel magician standing before his own house. The magician looked up and shouted to him:


“Ah, I have not done with you yet; you shall be thus carried by the wind over your own village for seven long years. You shall suffer constantly, and wish you were dead; but you shall not be able to die.”


“Oh, my little father, my master, forgive me if I have offended you!” cried the poor fellow from above. “Look at me; see, my mouth is as dry as a chip! Look at my face and hands—the flesh is gone from them, and the bones only are left! Have mercy upon me!”


The magician whispered a few words, and the peasant stopped in his circular motion, and remained still in the air.


“It is all very well to ask my pardon; but what will you promise to give me if I let you down?”


“All that you ask for,” cried the poor peasant; and he put his hands together as in supplication, and knelt down in the air.


“Will you give me your sweetheart?” demanded the magician. “I want her for my wife. If you will promise to give her to me, I will let you come down once more to the earth.”


The peasant was silent for a moment. Thought he to himself: “When I am once more on the ground, I’ll see what can be done.” He therefore called out to the magician,—


“Oh, master! you ask a great sacrifice from me; but if it cannot be otherwise, let it be as you will.”


Hereupon the magician blew upon him, and he came down to the ground. Oh, how happy he was when he felt that he could walk, and that the wind had no more power over him!


He hastened home. Before the door he met his betrothed. At the sight of her long lost lover, over whose fate she had often wept, the astonished girl cried out with surprise. The peasant pushed her gently aside, and went into the house. There he saw the farmer who employed him, and said to him, with tears in his eyes,—


“I cannot serve you any longer, nor can I marry your daughter. I love her as dearly as my sight, but she can never be mine.”


The countryman looked at him in wonder, and seeing how sorrowful was his thin, pale face, formerly so fat and rosy, he asked the reason why he refused to marry his daughter.


The peasant told him all: his journey in the air, and the promise he had made the magician. The farmer, having heard him out, bade the poor fellow be of good cheer. He then took a purse full of money, and went to a witch for advice. When he returned in the evening, he was smiling and happy, and said to the peasant,—


“Go to-morrow, before daylight, to the witch, and all will be right.”


The peasant, weary as he was, went to bed, and soon fell fast asleep. He got up, however, before daylight, and went to the witch. He found her crouching before a fire burning herbs. The witch told him to stand quietly by. The morning was calm and beautiful, but suddenly a strong wind arose, and made the hut tremble. Then the witch took the peasant into the yard, and told him to look up. He raised his eyes and saw the wicked magician, with nothing on but his night-shirt, whirling round and round in the air.


“There is your enemy,” said the witch; “he will hurt you no more. If you wish him to see your wedding, do as I will tell you. For the rest, he will suffer the same punishment as he had designed for you.”


The delighted peasant ran back home. In a month’s time he was married. When the guests were dancing at his wedding, the peasant went into the yard, looked up, and saw above the hut the magician spinning round and round in the air. He took a new knife, and aiming at the magician, threw it with all his might. The magician fell down, and then it was seen that he was nailed by the foot to the ground; thus he was obliged to stand by the window, a miserable witness of the happiness of the peasant and his friends.


On the following morning the magician had disappeared from before the hut. Some people said they saw him flying through the air over a large lake some miles off; before and behind him were large flocks of crows, which, by their croaking, told of his continued flight through space.









VASILÍSA THE FAIR


One of the most famous figures of Slavic folklore is the witch Baba Yaga, probably best known for riding around in a flying mortar while brandishing a pestle, and living in a cottage that wanders through the woods on giant chicken legs – what a life! Baba Yaga is neither innately good or bad, and can be seen both helping and hindering heroes in different stories; when she is bad, however, she is really bad (think munching-on-children bad). In this nineteenth-century Russian tale preserved by Alexander Afanasyev (translated here by L. A. Magnus) we follow a young woman called Vasilísa whose stepmother is determined to be rid of her, leading her to discover the witch’s home in the woods. Which Baba Yaga does she encounter? You’ll have to read on to find out.
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Once upon a time there was a merchant who had been married for twelve years and had only one daughter, Vasilísa the Fair. When her mother died the girl was eight years old. On her death-bed the mother called the maiden to her, took a doll out of her counterpane, said: “Vasilísushka, hear my last words. I am dying, and I will leave you my mother’s blessing and this doll. Keep this doll always by you, but show it to nobody, and no misfortune can befall you. Give it food and ask it for advice. After it has eaten, it will tell you how to avoid your evil.” Then the wife kissed her daughter and died.


After the wife’s death the merchant mourned as it behoved, and then he thought of a second wife. He was a handsome man and found many brides, but he liked one widow more than any one. She was no longer young, and had two daughters of about the same age as Vasilísa. So she was an experienced housewife and mother. The merchant married her, but he had made a mistake, for she was no good mother to his own daughter.


Vasilísa was the fairest damsel in the entire village, and the stepmother and the sisters envied her therefore. And they used to torture her by piling all the work they could on her, that she might grow thin and ugly, and might be tanned by the wind and the sun. And the child lived a hard life. Vasilísa, however, did all her work without complaining, and always grew more beautiful and plumper, while the stepmother and her daughters, out of sheer spite, grew thinner and uglier. Yet there they sat all day long with their hands folded, just like fine ladies. How could this be?


It was the doll that had helped Vasilísa. Without her the maiden could never have done her task. Vasilísa often ate nothing herself, and kept the tastiest morsels for the doll; and when at night they had all gone to bed, she used to lock herself up in her cellaret below, give the doll food to eat, and say, “Dollet, eat and listen to my misery. I am living in my father’s house, and my lot is hard. My evil stepmother is torturing me out of the white world. Teach me what I must do in order to bear this life.”


Then the doll gave her good advice, consoled her, and did all her morning’s work for her. Vasilísa was told to go walking, plucking flowers; and all her flower-beds were done in time, all the coal was brought in, and the water-jugs carried in, and the hearthstone was hot. Further, the doll taught her herb-lore; so, thanks to her doll, she had a merry life; and the years went by.


Vasilísa grew up, and all the lads in the village sought her. But the stepmother’s daughters nobody would look at; and the stepmother grew more evil than ever and answered all her suitors: “I will not give my eldest daughter before I give the elders.” So she sent all the bargainers away, and to show how pleased she was, rained blows on Vasilísa.


One day the merchant had to go away on business for a long time; so the stepmother in the meantime went over to a new house near a dense, slumbrous forest. In the forest there was a meadow, and on the meadow there was a hut, and in the hut Bába Yagá lived, who would not let anybody in, and ate up men as though they were poultry. Whilst she was moving, the stepmother sent her hated stepdaughter into the wood, but she always came back perfectly safe, for the doll showed her the way by which she could avoid Bába Yagá’s hut.


So one day the harvest season came and the stepmother gave all three maidens their task for the evening: one was to make lace and the other to sew a stocking, and Vasilísa was to spin. Each was to do a certain amount. The mother put all the fires out in the entire house, and left only one candle burning where the maidens were at work, and herself went to sleep. The maidens worked on. The candle burned down, and one of the stepmother’s daughters took the snuffers in order to cut down the wick. But the stepmother had told her to put the light out as though by accident.


“What is to be done now?” they said. “There is no fire in the house and our work is not finished. We must get a light from the Bába Yagá.”


“I can see by the needles,” said the one who was making lace.


“I also am not going,” said the second, “for my knitting needles give me light enough. You must go and get some fire. Go to the Bába Yagá!” And they turned Vasilísa out of the room.


And Vasilísa went to her room, put meat and drink before her doll, and said: “Dolly dear, eat it and listen to my complaint. They are sending me to Bába Yagá for fire, and the Bába Yagá will eat me up.”


Then the Dollet ate, and her eyes glittered like two lamps, and she said: “Fear nothing, Vasilísushka. Do what they say, only take me with you. As long as I am with you Bába Yagá can do you no harm.” Vasilísa put the doll into her pocket, crossed herself, and went tremblingly into the darksome forest.


Suddenly a knight on horseback galloped past her all in white. His cloak was white, and his horse and the reins: and it became light. She went further, and suddenly another horseman passed by, who was all in red, and his horse was red, and his clothes: and the sun rose. Vasilísa went on through the night and the next day. Next evening she came to the mead where Bába Yagá’s hut stood. The fence round the hut consisted of human bones, and on the stakes skeletons glared out of their empty eyes. And, instead of the doorways and the gate, there were feet, and in the stead of bolts there were hands, and instead of the lock there was a mouth with sharp teeth. And Vasilísa was stone-cold with fright.


Suddenly another horseman pranced by on his way. He was all in black, on a jet-black horse, with a jet-black cloak. He sprang to the door and vanished as though the earth had swallowed him up: and it was night. But the darkness did not last long, for the eyes in all the skeletons on the fence glistened, and it became as light as day all over the green.


Vasilísa trembled with fear, but remained standing, for she did not know how she could escape. Suddenly a terrible noise was heard in the forest, and the tree-boughs creaked and the dry leaves crackled. And out of the wood Bába Yagá drove in inside the mortar with the pestle, and with the broom swept away every trace of her steps. At the door she stopped, sniffed all the way round, and cried out:


“Fee, Fo, Fi, Fum, I smell the blood of a Russian mum! Who is there?”


Vasilísa, shuddering with dread, stepped up to her, bowed low to the ground, and said: “Mother, I am here. My stepmother’s daughters sent me to you to ask for fire.”


“Very well,” said Bába Yagá: “I know them. Stay with me, work for me, and I will give you fire. Otherwise I shall eat you up.”


Then she went to the door, and she cried out: “Ho! my strong bolts, draw back, my strong door, spring open!” And the door sprang open, and Bába Yagá went in whistling and whirring, and Vasilísa followed her.


Then the door closed, and Bába Yagá stretched herself in the room and said to Vasilísa: “Give me whatever there is in the oven. I am hungry.”


So Vasilísa lit a splinter from the skulls on the hedge and fetched Bába Yagá food out of the oven, and there was food enough there for ten men. Out of a cellar she fetched kvas, mead, and wine. Bába Yagá ate and drank it all up. But all there was left for Vasilísa was a little of some kind of soup, and a crust of bread, and a snippet of pork.


Bába Yagá lay down to sleep and said: “In the morning, to-morrow, when I go away you must clean the courtyard, brush out the room, get dinner ready, do the washing, go to the field, get a quarter of oats, sift it all out, and see that it is all done before I come home. Otherwise I will eat you up.”


And, as soon as ever she had given all the orders, she began snoring.


Vasilísa put the rest of the dinner in front of the doll and said: “Dollet, eat it up and listen to my woe. Heavy are the tasks which the Bába Yagá has given me, and she threatens to eat me up if I don’t carry them all out. Help me!”


“Have no fear, Vasilísa, thou fair maiden. Eat, pray, and lie down to sleep, for the morning is wiser than the evening.”


Very early next day Vasilísa woke up. Bába Yagá was already up and was looking out of the window. The glimmer in the eyes of the skulls had dimmed; the white horseman raced by: and it dawned. Bába Yagá went into the courtyard, and whistled, and the mortar, the pestle, and the besom appeared at once, and the red horseman came by: and the sun rose. Bába Yagá sat in the mortar and went by, thrusting the mortar with the pestle, and with the besom she removed every trace of her steps.


Vasilísa, left all by herself, looked over the house of the Bába Yagá, wondered at all the wealth gathered in, and began to consider what she should start with. But all the work was already done, and the doll had sifted out the very last of the ears of oats.


“Oh, my saviour!” said Vasilísa. “You have helped me in my great need.”


“You now have only to get dinner ready,” the doll answered, and clambered back into Vasilísa’s pocket. “With God’s help get it ready, and stay here quietly waiting.”


In the evening Vasilísa laid the cloth and waited for Bába Yagá. The gloaming came, and the black horseman reached by: and it at once became dark, but the eyes in the skulls glowed. The trees shuddered, the leaves crackled, Bába Yagá drove in, and Vasilísa met her.


“Is it all done?” Bába Yagá asked.


“Yes, grandmother: look!” said Vasilísa.


Bába Yagá looked round everywhere, and was rather angry that she had nothing to find fault with and said: “Very well.” Then she cried out: “Ye my faithful servants, friends of my heart! Store up my oats.” Then three pairs of hands appeared, seized the oats and carried them off.


Bába Yagá had her supper, and, before she went to sleep, once more commanded Vasilísa: “To-morrow do the same as you did to-day, but also take the hay which is lying on my field, clean it from every trace of soil, every single ear. Somebody has, out of spite, mixed earth with it.”


And, as soon as she had said it, she turned round to the wall and was snoring.


Vasilísa at once fetched her doll, who ate, and said as she had the day before: “Pray and lie down to sleep, for the morning is wiser than the evening. Everything shall be done, Vasilísushka.”
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