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“Traditional Magic Spells for Protection and Healing presents fascinating source material of magical texts, until now, only known by specialists.”

BENGT AF KLINTBERG, SWEDISH FOLKLORIST AND AUTHOR OF SVENSKA 
TROLLFORMLER [SWEDISH MAGIC SPELLS]

“Claude Lecouteux’s work on the topic of ancient magic spells stands out as a refreshing reminder and example of what real scholarship should be and can be. The book is eminently researched and readable: it features a substantial introduction, chapters organized by topic, several appendices, an index, and a full bibliography. It is a must-read not only for the specialists of ancient magic and medicine but also for the general public.”

JACQUES E. MERCERON, PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF FRENCH AT INDIANA 
UNIVERSITY, BLOOMINGTON
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INTRODUCTION

THE MANNER OF THE CURE

When illness or misfortune strikes unexpectedly, it always inspires two major questions: Why? How? Human beings have responded to these questions in a variety of ways, one of the oldest of which can be found in the work of Hesiod: such woes are a punishment. This is what he writes about the myth of Pandora:

For ere this the tribes of men lived on earth remote and free from ills and hard toil and heavy sickness which bring the Fates upon men; for in misery men grow old quickly. But the woman took off the great lid of the jar with her hands and scattered all these and her thought caused sorrow and mischief to men.1

But this is only one interpretation; others came before it and later coexisted with it. People have seen misfortunes as being driven by hostile powers, gods, demons, and other beings that today we call fantastic but that are reflections of folk belief, or else the result of actions by sorcerers or witches motivated by jealousy, envy, or vengeance.

One of the great figures in the fight against demons of any kind was Solomon, whose name became attached to a form of magic and even to an herb.*1 The historian Flavius Josephus (first century AD) tells us just what he did:

He composed such incantations also by which distempers are alleviated. And he left behind him the manner of using exorcisms; by which they drive away demons; so that they never return: and this method of cure is of great force unto this day. For I have seen a certain man of my own country, whose name was Eleazar, 
releasing people that were demoniacal in the presence of Vespasian, and his sons, and his Captains, and the whole multitude of his soldiers: the manner of the cure was this: he put a ring that had a root of one of those sorts mentioned by Solomon to the nostrils of the demoniack: after which he drew out the demon through his nostrils: and when the man fell down immediately, he abjured him to return into him no more: making still mention of Solomon, and reciting the incantations which he composed. And when Eleazar would persuade and demonstrate to the spectators that he had such a power, he set a little way off a cup or basin full of water, and commanded the demon, as he went out of the man, to overturn it; and thereby to let the spectators know that he had left the man. And when this was done, the skill and wisdom of Solomon was showed very manifestly. For which reason it is, that all men may know the vastness of Solomon’s abilities.2

The Testament of Solomon,3 an apocryphal text, lists thirty-six demons, including Artosael, who causes violent pain in the eyes; Horopel, who sends boils, inflammations of the muscles, and abscesses; Kourtael, emissary of intestinal lesions; and Mardero, who induces incurable fever chills. But this notion that demons cause illness can be found much earlier among the Babylonians, who possessed all kinds of recipes for expelling them, such as the following:
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Pull up a clod of clay from the seabed

Make from it a black statue that resembles the person you seek to heal;

Attach to its head the fur of a white goat;

Place the figurine on the body of the ill person.

Recite the famous incantation of Ea.

Turn the patient’s face toward the west.

Then the evil spirit that has seen it will go away.

And the demon that took possession of him will disappear.4

According to this view of the world, the whole of Creation is inhabited by demons—sometimes planetary—and spirits. Plants and minerals are under their protection, and it is necessary to gain their help through prayers and offerings for their properties to be effective. “Sometimes the plants themselves are considered to be demons or souls of the dead returned to an earthly existence.”5 Over the centuries, Christian elements were incorporated into pagan harvesting rituals and the names of God or the saints replaced those of ancient gods and supernatural entities.

Charms show that people turned toward the pagan gods to obtain healing. In medieval Ireland, the god of medicine, Dian Cecht, was invoked for hemorrhages, burns, coughs, and tumors, and the mythic smith Goibniu appeared at the side of Jesus in a charm intended to remove a thorn.6 In Estonia, there were the maro-deives, the gods of the plague. A lengthy charm found in Scandinavia lists a hodgepodge of deities: Odin, Thor, the Savior, Freyr, Freyja, and Satan!7 Then, in the course of historical development, these figures became the stuff of legend. Among the Transylvanian gypsies, for example, the king of the Loçolico—intermediary demons—and Ana, queen of the Kešalyia, the mountain fairies, had nine children representing various afflictions:

Melalo (the Dirty or Nasty One) takes possession of people and drives them mad;

Lilyi (the Muddy One), wife of Melalo, causes coughs, diarrhea, and catarrh in both animals and humans;

Tçulo (the Fat One) causes pains in the lower half of the body;

Tçaridyi (the Burning One), spouse of Tçulo, carries childbed fever;

Shilalyi (the Cold One) causes cold fevers;

Bitoso (the Faster), husband of Shilalyi, causes headaches, stomach disorders, and loss of appetite;

Lolmisho (Red Mouse) brings skin disorders;

Minceskre (the Vagina), wife of Lolmisho, is a carrier of syphilis and skin ailments;

Poreskoro (the Tailed One) is linked to plague and cholera.


CHRISTIANITY

The notion of ailments as punishment for a transgression was reasserted by the fathers of the Church, citing a passage from the Gospel of John (5:14) in which, after healing a paralytic, Jesus tells him: “Behold, thou art made whole: sin no more, lest a worse thing come unto thee.”8 And the Old Testament says: “Honor a physician with the honor due unto him for the uses which ye may have of him: for the Lord hath created him. For of the most High comes healing. . . . My son, in thy sickness be not negligent: but pray unto the Lord, and he will make thee whole.”9 
For its part, the New Testament shows Jesus healing those who are paralyzed, demonic, blind, possessed, leprous, and epileptic.10

But the Church was forced to contend with healing practices inherited from paganism. In his book On Christian Doctrine, Saint Augustine (354–430) states:

All the arrangements made by men for the making and worshipping of idols are superstitious. . . . And to this class belong, but with a bolder reach of deception, the books of the haruspices and augurs. In this class we must place also all amulets and cures which the medical art condemns, whether these consist in incantations, or in marks which they call characters, or in hanging or tying on or even dancing in a fashion certain articles, not with reference to the condition of the body, but to certain signs hidden or manifest; and these remedies they call by the less offensive name of physica, so as to appear not to be engaged in superstitious observances, but to be taking advantage of the forces of nature. Examples of these are the earrings on the top of each ear, or the rings of ostrich bone on the fingers, or telling you when you hiccup to hold your left thumb in your right hand.11

Martin (d. 580), bishop of Braga, said it was forbidden, when 
gathering medicinal herbs, to use incantations;12 in the seventh century, a sermon by the pseudo-Eligius listed the pagan practices and forbade the enchantment of simples (herbas incantare) and the leading of livestock over a hole dug in the ground—we recognize here a ritual for the transference of illnesses or protection against them—and the Visigothic Code condemns those who rob graves to obtain remedies.13 In 743, the Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum (Index of Superstitions and Pagan Practices), for which we have only the table of contents, devoted two chapters (10 and 11) to phylacteries and ligatures. In 813, the Council of Tours commanded priests to warn their congregations that magical arts and incantations, and amulets of bone or herbs, could not offer remedies to the illnesses of men and beasts.14

In 741, Saint Boniface noted that “phylacteries were even in use among the clergy,” and again in the eighth century, the Homily on Sacrileges mentioned those who incant over figures, and who write and place the caracteres*2 of angels or Solomon, or a serpent’s tongue, around a man’s neck.15 The “characters” are understood to be secret letters (litterae secretae). In its sixteenth chapter, Charlemagne’s capitulary known as the Admonitio Generalis (issued in 789) forbids using, naming, or writing the names of unknown Christians, for this is not a Christian act.16 For their part, the church penitentials routinely repeat these prohibitions and they also turn up in the works of the Inquisition, in which it is revealed that priests used magic healing practices.17

Christians appealed to God, to the Christus Medicus, and to each and every prophet, apostle, and saint. Over the course of the centuries, saints became associated with certain cures,18 which were most often connected with the form their martyrdom had taken. Because Saint Apollonia’s 
teeth had been broken, she was invoked for toothaches, and so forth. But the 
prayers, or orisons, rather, often possessed only a veneer of Christianity that 
barely masked their pagan origin, because of the magic spells and words they 
contained, as well as the signs called “characters.” The statement by Claude Lévi-Strauss “There is no religion without magic any more than there is any magic without at least a trace of religion,”19 is illustrated perfectly by our corpus. It should also be noted that “every saint that is a healing specialist can also a priori send that illness. This is what is called the illness of the saint.”20 In the sixteenth century, for example, to cure all manner of ailments, the arms of the patient would be bound with a woolen cord in the name of God, and so forth, while speaking the names of the saints that healed these diseases. The cord would tighten, a sign that the spell was working, and the patient would be cured.

What remains most striking is the close structural and rhetorical kinship with the charms of classical antiquity. This reveals that we are dealing with a magical way of thinking, which is certainly not something restricted to the so-called primitive peoples. This way of thinking was condemned as superstitious by the Church, as it considered everything that was not orthodox to be pagan. Saint Augustine of Hippo, as seen earlier, associated these healing and protection practices with the worship of idols in his book On Christian Doctrine.

Around the year 1010, Burchard, the bishop of Worms, scolded those who used amulets or ligatures—that is to say, remedies attached to a part of the body—and incantations, especially those made over bread or plants.21

In his Summa Theologica (written between 1269 and 1272), Saint Thomas Aquinas closely examined Christian objects serving as amulets as well as the healing techniques that used ligatures:

It would seem that it is not unlawful to wear divine words at the neck. Divine words are no less efficacious when written than when uttered. But it is lawful to utter sacred words for the purpose of producing certain effects; (for instance, in order to heal the sick), such as the “Our Father” or the “Hail Mary,” or in any way whatever to call on the Lord’s name, according to Mark 16:17–18, “In My name they shall cast out devils, they shall speak with new tongues; they shall take up serpents.” Therefore it seems to be lawful to wear sacred words at one’s neck, as a remedy for sickness or for any kind of distress.

Further, sacred words are no less efficacious on the human body than on the bodies of serpents and other animals. Now, certain 
incantations are efficacious in checking serpents, or in healing certain other animals. Wherefore it is written (Psalm 58:4–5): “Their madness is according to the likeness of a serpent, like the deaf asp that stoppeth her ears, which will not hear the voice of charmers, nor of the wizard that charmeth wisely.” Therefore it is lawful to wear sacred words as a remedy for men.

In every incantation or wearing of written words, two points demand caution. The first is the thing said or written, because if it is connected with invocation of the demons it is clearly superstitious and unlawful. In like manner it seems that one should beware lest it contain strange words, for fear that they conceal something unlawful. Hence Chrysostom says that “many now after the example of the Pharisees who enlarged their fringes, invent and write Hebrew names of angels, and fasten them to their persons. Such things seem fearsome to those who do not understand them.” Again, one should take care lest it contain anything false, because in that case also the effect could not be ascribed to God, Who does not bear witness to a falsehood.

In the second place, one should beware lest besides the sacred words it contain something vain, for instance certain written characters, except the sign of the Cross; or if hope be placed in the manner of writing or fastening, or in any like vanity, having no connection with reverence for God, because this would be pronounced superstitious: otherwise, however, it is lawful. Hence it is written in the Decretals:22 “In blending together medicinal herbs, it is not lawful to make use of observances or incantations, other than the divine symbol, or the Lord’s Prayer, so as to give honor to none but God the Creator of all.”23

Elsewhere, Saint Thomas states:

 

There is nothing superstitious or unlawful in employing natural things simply for the purpose of causing certain effects such as they are thought to have the natural power of producing. But if in addition there be employed certain characters, words, or any other vain observances which clearly have no 
efficacy by nature, it will be superstitious and unlawful.24

Thomas condemns incantations for the reason that they most often they contain illicit practices and obtain their effectiveness from demons.

In 1496, in the Malleus maleficarum (Hammer of Witches), the inquisitors Jacob Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer complained that “superstitious men have invented many vain and illicit things, which they use today over the ill, both man and beast, whereas the clergy, in its sloth, no longer uses the licit words when visiting patients,” and, citing Saint Augustine, they add: “Smacking of superstition are a thousand magical artifices, amulets (ligature), and remedies that medical science condemns, in the form of prayers, inscriptions (caracteres) or other things to wear hung around the neck.”25 In 1536, the Italian jurist Paulus Grillandus 
(born ca. 1490), whom Voltaire described as “the prototype of the Inquisition,” 
condemned those who “manufacture notes, or letters, or amulets containing magical signs and characters, which the bewitched wear around their necks.”26 He emphasizes that “the medical art does not work in spells” (ars medicine non operat in sortilegia).27

Nor were the Protestants remiss in the criticism of magical healing methods. In 1568 The Devil Himself (Der Teufel selbs) appeared, a book by Jodocus Hocker (d. 1566), a pastor of Lemgo (Westphalia), and Hermann Hamelmann (1526–1595), a Lutheran theologian. In it they “demonstrated” that the devil can only heal illnesses by using plants whose virtues he knows thanks to his omniscience.28

The evidence cited thus far shows that healing and protecting meant resorting to incantations, ligatures, orisons, and signs. It also shows that the word is all-powerful. Does not Psalm 107 (106 in the Vulgate) say: “He sent his word, and healed them?” When Christ was faced with a demonic epileptic, he threatened the unclean spirit and healed the child;29 elsewhere he ordered the fever to leave the patient.30 Incidentally, I would like to point out that even an image of Christ can heal.




MAGIC THERAPY

For a therapy to be magical and therefore eligible for inclusion in this book, it must contain elements that owe nothing to the remedy’s chemical composition. Supernatural elements or figures must play a role. There can be a ritual concerning the application of the remedy that involves words, signs, a specific time, the invocation of God and his saints, or of pagan deities. In Christian recipes, reference is made to a past situation; this is rooted in the idea that what once worked will have the same effect today, based on the principle of analogy. Job was infested with worms on his dunghill and healed; if he is invoked while using the requisite words, then one will be healed likewise. To heal cuts, people referred to those that Christ received from the crown of thorns, and so on. In the fifth century AD, the Pseudo-Theodore noted in a charm against an as-yet-unidentified malady: “When Christ was born, all pain vanished.”31

The role played by the word is primordial, and the Benedictine monk Leonard Vair (1540–1603) notes:

One can cause worms to perish and stop the blood, though it may be flowing out all over, by saying certain words. . . . In short, by the utterance of any words all illnesses are expelled from the human body, wounds are cured, and the arrows that cling to the bones are removed without any pain.32

The clerics were not the last to offer magical treatments. The 
doctor Johann Weyer (1515–1588) noted that the “pastors of the churches” seduced the common folk and enticed them with “deceitful activities” that drove the ignorant populace to

seek illicit forms of assistance in time of affliction and in sudden or chronic disease . . . . Here avails the holy water, blessed over and above God’s original consecration, whether it be sprinkled on repeatedly or taken in drink. There is also the salt purified by exorcism, the fragment of a Paschal candle similarly consecrated, or a piece of incense from the Paschal candle, or the burning of candles blessed on the Day of Purification again the “cowering” (if you please!) demon. They also use the fumes of fronds and branches consecrated on Palm Sunday, and those of herbs hung outside the house on the feast of St. John the Baptist or sprinkled with holy water on the feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin.33
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Manuel do Vale de Moura, De incantationibus seu ensalmis (1620): a “superstitious” orison.

 

Therapeutic rituals were accompanied by phrases taken from the Holy Scriptures, which makes it easy to see how Christian magic came to substitute for the pagan magic of antiquity. Johann Weyer points out several practices deserving of notice:

For example, there is the hallowed prophecy that Christ’s bones are not to be broken by Jews: You will not break a bone of him [Exodus 12:46; John 19:36]. If one pronounces these words while touching his teeth during the Mass, the pain of a toothache is supposedly allayed. Another person washes his hands along with the patient before the access of fever while secretly reciting the Psalm “I will exalt you, my God, my King” [Psalms 145:1 (144:1 Vulgate)] in order to cure the fever. Then there is the man who takes the hand of the person laboring with disease and says: “May this fever be as easy for you to bear as the birth of Christ was for the Virgin Mary” (Aeque facilis tibi febris haec sit, atque Mariae virginis Christi partus). 
. . . For stanching the flow of blood, some persons take a measure of cold water 
and add three drops of flowing blood, saying the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary 
before each drop. Then they give this mixture to the patient to drink, asking, “Who will help you?” And the response is given, “Holy Mary.” Then they add, “Holy Mary, stay this flowing blood” (Sancta Maria hunc sanguinem firma).34

Weyer adds: “And certain superstitious monks countered fevers by hanging a piece of paper on the person’s neck and ordering him to spout forth certain prayers at each onset of the fever, and then—after the third onset—to be of good hope.”35

By condemning these practices, the Church has provided us with information. Leonard Vair, for example, says this concerning the harvesting of simples:

Finally, one is deceiving oneself when superstitiously addressing his orison to inanimate things, as do those who gather herbs while saying several Psalms and other prayers, which, if they are addressed to herbs, are said in vain, given that the herbs cannot hear them; and if they direct them toward some celestial intelligence, or to God, or to the Angels, or to some Demon, if it is to God, it therefore follows that they are praying to him to give a greater virtue to natural things than he did at the beginning when he created the world, and that he would thereby be performing miracles needlessly.36
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Paulus Grillandus, Tractatus de hereticis et sortilegijs (Lyon, 1541): various methods used by healers.

For healing purposes, magicians and even priests used in their 
conjuration “barbarous names and characters,” psalms they read backward, and certain orisons. Paulus Grillandus cites the use at the devil’s instigation of shrouds, shirts, eggs, bones, feathers, wolf teeth, eagle beaks, beaver nails, rooster crests, waxen images that are mistreated and stuck with pins, the Ave Maria, the Pater Noster, the Credo, religious Hosts, and so forth.37

Johann Weyer likewise reproduces a recipe that he “transcribed from the book of a priest”:

Take three measures of violet-oil, stand facing the East before sunrise, say the name of the stricken man and of his mother, and invoke the angels of glory who stand in the sixth rank. Do this three times daily for seven days. On the seventh day, let the man stand naked in the sunlight, and let his flesh be anointed all over with the oil. Then in the rays of the sun let him be perfumed with myrrh and frankincense and choice aromas. Then inscribe the names of these angels of honor upon a plate of silver which has been perfumed with aromatic incense, and hang it about the man’s neck. If this is done on the twentieth day of the month, the person afflicted by witchcraft will be cured.38

“Healers,” whether they were sorcerers, mages, or priests, or simply common folk with some knowledge, went by diverse names and worked in a variety of ways. In 1536 Paulus Grillandus 
called their actions healing spells (sortilegia sanativa) and underscored his assertion, as we saw earlier, that “the medical art does not work at all in spells,” with spell here meaning “all methods that were not recognized by the medical profession and the Church.”

The Jesuit priest Martin Delrio (1551–1608) indicates that “all these ecclesiastical remedies do not always have effect no matter their effectiveness, nor are men always delivered from the ambushes and evil spells of the demons by means of them,” and he explains the failure of orison-based therapies as follows: “It seems to me that there are two principal causes: one the sins of the bewitched, or of those providing the medicine, primarily when they place superstition within it or because they are lacking in faith and hope; the other, some greater good of the ill or bewitched individual.”39

But clerics were not the only ones to assume the duties of healer, and Delrio adds “in Spain there are folk called Saviors (Saludadores) or Enchanters (Ensalmadores, Santiguadores) who heal the ill with certain orisons they recite for them and over them. The Saviors heal them with their saliva and their breath.”40 Italian soldiers healed wounds by touching the shrouds applied to them, which was called the Art of Saint Anselm. In France, it was believed that the seventh son of a duly wed couple, as long as the succession of children was not interrupted by the birth of a daughter, could heal tertian and quartan 
fevers as well as scrofula, after he had fasted for three or nine days before 
touching the patient. In the nineteenth century, French healers held a variety of titles, such as “bandagers of secrets,” with the specific names varying by region.

The condemnation of heterodox methods of healing has traveled through the centuries into modern legislation. An edict by the French king Louis XIV, recorded in parliament on August 31, 1682, says this:

The execution of the ordinances of the kings, our predecessors, against those calling themselves fortune-tellers, magicians, or sorcerers, having been neglected for a great while and this laxity having attracted into our realm several of these impostors, it has arrived that, under the pretext of horoscopes and divination, and by means of tricks, spells, so-called magic, and other similar illusions, which these kind of people customarily make use of, these imposters have caught unawares many ignorant and credulous people who unwittingly engaged with them, while passing from vain curiosities to superstitions and from superstitions to impious and sacrilegious acts.

A European Union regulation (no. 1924/2006), that went into effect on December 14, 2012, stipulates that “healers, faith healers, naturopaths . . . and other professions of alternative medicine do not have the authority to claim that their natural products, or treatments, provide relief, benefit, powers, positive properties to health nor make any allusion to a potential cure.” The health code defines the illegal exercise of medicine in its article L.4161-1, and the law has regularly convicted sorcerers, healers, and bonesetters.




DIAGNOSIS

Before all else, the healer, whether a doctor or magician, sought to learn if the patient would die or not. One of the clever methods for determining this was called the Circle of Petosiris, which is also known as the Sphere of either Apuleius or Democritus. The diagnoser added together the numerals corresponding to the letters of the alphabet forming the patient’s name, then added to the result the day of the moon when the patient fell ill. The sum total would be divided by 29, the average among the various ways of estimating the duration of the lunar orbit; then the diagnoser looked to see in which of the circle’s (or sphere’s) six compartments 
the number equivalent to the final result would be found. The upper half of the 
circle was that of life, and it was divided into three compartments. If the 
resulting number was in the first compartment, the healing would be quick; if it 
was in the second, it would be slower; and in the third, even slower. The lower 
half, that of death, also contained three compartments: death will be quick if the number is in the first compartment, later in the second, and even later in the third.41

Folk medicine developed other means of prognosticating with the help of blood, lard, eggs, or urine. I will provide a number of examples in chapter 1.




THE OPINION OF MEDIEVAL AND SIXTEENTH-CENTURY DOCTORS

In his treatments the physician Arnaldus de Villa Nova (1238/1240–1311) was receptive to strange recipes, folk-medicine spells, and empiric remedies. He wrote three treatises on magic. In the treatise on ligatures (De physicis ligaturis), he responded to the question: “Can incantations, talismans, and conjurations help the physician?” In his Exposition of Dreams (Tractatus expositionum visionum), a treatise on oneiromancy explaining how dreams can be useful in medicine, Arnaldus’s classification of the different visions was based on the twelve celestial houses; and in Contra maleficia (Opera III), a text that is most likely apocryphal, the various types of evil spells and their remedies are set out. Astrology, the physiology of the macrocosm, dominates the movements of the human body, and Arnaldus devotes much space to astrological medicine in his Capitula astrologiae. He tells us that all the elementary movements, both those of our atmosphere and those of our body, are due to the modifications that the astral fluid receives from planetary activity. By traveling through the signs of the zodiac, the planets assume a special nature. Furthermore, their reciprocal reactions are constantly changing. In the melothesia of the zodiac—the view that the signs of the zodiac correspond to the parts of the human body—the rule “consists of stretching, so to speak, the human body over the unfurled circle of the zodiac, by placing the head over Aries and the feet over Pisces.”42 Behind all this lies the extremely ancient belief in man as microcosm.

Also attributed to Arnaldus de Villa Nova is the healing of Pope Boniface VIII’s kidney stone by means of seals, and a treatise on the latter, De sigillis, 
which presents twelve of them, one for each sign of the zodiac. For example, the 
seal of Aries is good for demoniacs, manias, anginas, and so forth; that of 
Libra is good for blood diseases and kidney pains; while that of Taurus is effective against eye afflictions, and pains of the neck and throat. In short, it contains the therapeutic effects deriving from a zodiac-based melothesia, combined with astral and religious elements, for example, phrases taken from the Bible.
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Circle of Petosiris.
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Sphere of Bians.
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The Zodiacal Man according to Athanasius Kircher (1601/1602–1680).
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Agrippa von Nettesheim, De occulta philosophia, in Opera, vol. 1 (Lyon, n.d.).
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Pierre Lebrun, Superstitions anciennes et modernes . . .(Amsterdam, Jean Frédéric Bernard, 1733).
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Arnaldus de Villa Nova, Opera (Lyon, 1509): the beginning of his treatise on seals.

Another physician, Bernard de Gordon (thirteenth–fourteenth century), also established a connection between the human being and the zodiac: Aries rules the neck and head; Taurus the neck and shoulders; Cancer the chest; Gemini the lungs and arms; Leo the heart and stomach; and Virgo the navel and its neighboring parts. Libra, meanwhile, governs the hips, kidneys, and “sensitive natures”; Scorpio rules the womb, penis, testicles, and peritoneum; Sagittarius, the muscles of the thighs; Capricorn, the knees; Aquarius, the legs; and Pisces, the feet.43

For Paracelsus (1493–1541), when using plants for remedies, it is necessary to take into consideration their harmony on the one hand with the constellations, and on the other hand with the parts of the body and the diseases, each star attracting, by a kind of magic virtue, the plant with which it shares an affinity and which forms part of its activity in such a way that plants are, strictly speaking, so many sublunary stars.44 
A bleeding should never be performed on just any day, as the astral conjunctions can have a helpful or harmful influence over this operation: “Barbers have almanacs indicating the dates when bleeding is particularly favorable and those when they would expose one to accidents.”45

In 1583, Leonard Vair noted that “enchanters have gotten accustomed to not only exercising their charms with the help of the imagination, sight, touch, and voice, but also of summoning and involving the sky and heavenly bodies in order to give them greater effectiveness and potency; to do this, they have reduced the number of all the afflictions and disorders of man to seven, so that they respond to and have some sympathy with the seven planets. . . . With this, they divide the human body into twelve parts that necessarily respond and are subject to the twelve signs of the zodiac.”46

The alchemist and physician Giambattista della Porta (ca. 1535–1615) developed his analogical theory in his Phytognomonica (1560).47 According to this theory, by attributing to each plant one certain shape and way of being instead of another one, the Creator sought to alert human beings that in a given plant, and in accordance with its analogies with the body, resided the properties necessary for healing. In this way, to halt bleeding, one used the red root of the tormentilla, red roses, or bloodstone. For scrofula, people used Scrophularia nodosa (figwort), which earned its name because its stem has nodules similar to those in scrofulous afflictions. The folk names of plants reflect what is known as the “medicine of signatures” and indicates what they are good for: herb for the liver, herb for the spleen (Asplenium scolopendrium or Scolopendrium officinale), herb for ringworm (Tussilago petasites), the herb for gout sufferers (goutweed, Aegopodium podagraria), and so on.

[image: image]

Goutweed (Aegopodium podagraria).




CURIOSITIES IN HEALING PRACTICES

Jean Fernel [Johannis Fernelii Ambiani] (1497–1558), one of the most famous doctors of his time, gives us a small panorama of the healing and protection methods used in seventeenth-century France: applying the entrails of a wolf or living duck on the belly to cure colic, fish ossicles for stones, eating the warm heart of a still-living pigeon for intermittent fevers, and so on.48 Antoine Mizauld (1510–1578), Marguerite de Valois’s doctor and astrologer, also recorded some curious remedies like healing wens by rubbing them with an item of clothing from a hangman who has just performed an execution.49 But these kinds of remedies were not new, and Saint Bernardine of Siena (1380–1444) earlier made note of several singular remedies such as touching one’s teeth with the tooth of a hanged man or a dead man’s bone when hearing the bells of holy Saturday to cure a toothache; to pass children through the roots of hollow oak trees to heal them of certain diseases; and for countering gout cramps (an ancient term for cramps), one should wear a ring made at the moment when the Passion of Our Lord was being recited.50 We should note that Jean-Baptiste Thiers (1636–1703), the parish priest of Champrond, similarly collected a good number of strange recipes, several examples of which follow:

Scarify the gums with one of the teeth of a person who died a violent death to heal toothache. At night drink the water of a fountain in the burnt skull of a dead man, to free oneself from the falling sickness. Make pills from the testes of a hanged man to cure oneself of the bites from a rabid dog. Pierce the roof of the house of a woman in labor with a stone, or an arrow that has been used to kill three animals, to wit, a man, a boar, and a female bear, to make her give birth immediately: this will occur more assuedly when the house has been pierced with the ax or sabre of a soldier that has been torn from a man’s body before it hits the ground. . . . With the hands of several people that have died prematurely heal scrofula, the glands that grow around the ears, and sore throats, just by touching them. During the onset of tertian fever, drink three times from a new pot, equal amounts each time, of water from three different wells mixed together, and next throw out the rest. To heal quartan fever, wrap a piece of a nail from the Cross in wool and tie it around the neck.51




MAGICAL PROTECTION

The sorcerer and witch (sortiarius, caragius, sortiaria), enchanter andenchantress (incarminator, incantator, incantatrix), hexer (maleficus), and deceiver (praestigiator), masters of diabolical illusion (praestigium), poisoner (venefica), and botanist (herbaria) all knew the virtues of simples (herbipotens). It has always been believed that men and women, in service to demons, could—driven by jealousy or the spirit of vengeance—bring you misfortune by attacking your health or property. The Salic Law (fifth–sixth century) devotes an emendation to evil spells made with herbs and utilizing ligatures.52 In 650, the Council of Rouen mentioned those who “uttered diabolical charms over bread, herbs, or abominable bandages and hid them in the forks of trees or at the crossroads.”53 Every animal or individual who passed by that way would be bewitched. The Visigothic Code condemns the malefici and those who cause storms (emissores tempestatum) that will destroy the harvests,54 and in 858, Agobard, bishop of Lyon, analyzed the actions of the storm bringers in the Book Against the False Opinions Concerning Hail and Thunder.55 Confronted by these multiple threats, people resorted to magic and religion, which commingled in an astonishing syncretism. Protection is essential, as our ancestors believed that sorcerers “harmed and caused the death of others (human beings), not only those of their species, however, by simply their gaze, and others by their breath, and some by their touch.”56

Once one has discovered the recipes and rituals of protection, one finds oneself more or less in the domain of amulets and phylacteries57—in other words, preparations, or more specifically objects, that are reputed to form an obstacle to any attack on one’s person or property. They often are spells that one attaches to one’s person, hides in one’s clothing, or even wears on the skin; and there is a whole group of verbs that describe this.58 The difference between protection and healing recipes is often negligible. Writing seems to be the preferred medium for the former, whereas the latter are essentially based in speech: the individual speaks or recites charms and orisons, and follows a specific ritual.59 When plants are involved, the manner in which they are picked, the time they are harvested, and the aspect of the heavens at that moment play a decisive role. For example, the plant should be picked with the thumb and ring finger of the left hand before sunrise, or during the waning moon, while speaking certain phrases aloud. If a stone is used, it should be carved with a specific figure at a precise moment, which is the sole means of causing a magical property to descend into it that is most often connected to the heavenly bodies.60
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Thirteenth-century apothecary.
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Doctors at work, thirteenth century.




THE TRANSMISSION OF HEALING AND PROTECTION PRACTICES

The history of healing and protection recipes is one that has been lost in the depths of time. They were initially passed on by word of mouth, among initiates, before being committed to writing, which is the form in which they have been preserved for us today. The vectors of transmission were medical treatises and pharmaceutical codices,61 the medicinaries and antidotaries (medieval collections of medicinal recipes), herbals like that of the Pseudo-Apuleius (fourth century),62 and the lapidaries (treatises dealing with gems).63 These scholarly works gradually became receptive to the practices of magicians. In the fourth century, the physician Marcellus of Bordeaux64 noted in this way numerous magical recipes that ranged from the wearing of certain plants as amulets to reducing diagrams: a word is taken and its letters are subtracted one by one, with the idea that the illness will similarly shrink thanks to this process. The Book of Cyranides (Liber Kyranidorum), a twelfth-century copy of a Greek original that survives only in a version from the fifteenth-century, probably offers the best evidence of the syncretic merger of empirical and magical elements.

Magic remedies are noted almost everywhere, in the margins of manuscripts when white spaces were available, and even in the collections of monastic medicine. Saint Hildegard of Bingen, for example, had no hesitation about transcribing them into her Physica. Evidence for their diffusion comes in the form of the mesnagiers or Hausbücher, domestic books in which the head of the household recorded everything that might prove useful to him.

From the fifteenth century onward, with the proliferation of books due to the printing press, the mass of available information was significantly increased. Information on magical remedies begins to appear in critical treatises on heresies and superstitions. The debate—which had been initiated long before—on the licit or illicit nature of certain therapies hits its full stride, and several major names emerge at this time. These include the inquisitors Jacob Sprenger and Heinrich Kramer with their Malleus maleficarum (1496); the Italian jurist Paulus Grillandus with his Tractatus de hereticis et sortiliegijs (Treatise on Heretics and Evil Spells, 1536); the Jesuit Martin Delrio with Les Controverses et Recherches magiques (Magical Controversies and Studies, 1611); and Leonard Vair, who became bishop of Pozzuoli, with his treatise on enchantment, De fascino libri tres (1583). The list is quite long and it continues with various treatises on superstitions, both anonymous and otherwise.

The value of the texts I have assembled and translated here, and whose study falls into the area of the history of mentalities and cultural anthropology, is to provide us with an abundance of information on the life and fears of human beings, on their most common miseries, and on their vision of the world. They therefore deserve to be known, and not just to a limited circle of specialists. My book covers two thousand years of the history of magical remedies and protection. I have not repeated those that were presented in my Book of Grimoires,65 in order to further expand the perspective and to demonstrate the existence of a form of thought that is still alive and well today, as many recent studies can testify.




NOTE ON THIS EDITION

I have arranged the recipes by subject area, but some of them are multivalent and could fall under several headings. I have therefore classified them in accordance with the dominant theme. Each prescription is accompanied by various pieces of information—language, date, country (for the post-medieval testimonies), source, and further references (full citations are found in the bibliography). A brief commentary (in italics) is provided when deemed necessary.

The Latin texts are often quite inaccurate; cacography and solecisms abound, and many of the terms do not appear in dictionaries. In order to clarify matters, I have had to resort to the lexicons of the Middle Ages.66 Despite everything, uncertainties remain and they are indicated with a question mark. I have respected the spelling of the more recent texts. Each prescription is followed by its reference.

The symbol [image: image]  refers to the modern edition of the text and the studies devoted to it.
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