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PRAISE FOR

WAKING the WITCH

“Pam Grossman has written a flowing history that I scarfed down like an éclair. She reminds us that witches are not monsters so much as possibilities. The archetypal, swirling symbol of ‘witch’ is a guide to remind us that we are allowed to act on our desires AND congratulate ourselves for choosing to. I hope this book makes everyone who reads it ask themselves ‘What do I deny myself and why?’ I started this book all in, but when I read the sentence ‘Show me your witches, and I’ll show you your feelings about women,’ I knew I was done for.”

—Neko Case, singer-songwriter

“Deftly illuminating the past while beckoning us towards the future, Waking the Witch has all the makings of a feminist classic. Wise, relatable, and real, Pam Grossman is the witch we need for our times.”

—Ami McKay, author of The Witches of New York

“A masterful and moving meditation on female power and persecution, Waking the Witch deftly lifts the veil between fact and fiction, indulging joyfully and critically in the distortions and delectations that have surrounded magical women for millennia. Pam Grossman is a beacon in the world of contemporary witchcraft and neo-paganism, and this comprehensive work grounded in scholarship and cultural criticism is brought to life through intimate stories from her own life and spiritual practice. Waking the Witch is an artful gateway into a history that is both profoundly and painfully relevant today. Whether you’re intrigued by or deeply committed to the who, what, when, where, and why of the witch, this book is for you.”

—Kristen J. Sollée, author of Witches, Sluts, Feminists: Conjuring the Sex Positive

“The wonderful Pam Grossman takes us on a whirlwind tour of witches in history, literature, and the cinematic and visual arts, serving up much food for thought along the way. Her exploration of alchemical artists Leonora Carrington and Remedios Varo is no less than brilliant. But my own favorite parts of Waking the Witch are Pam’s generously shared descriptions of her own personal journey to magic and power. Recommended!”

—Judika Illes, author of Encyclopedia of Witchcraft, The Encyclopedia of 5000 Spells, and other books of magic

“With this brilliant offering, Pam untangles the web of the witch and invites us to explore all the aspects of ourselves that linger in the shadows. Waking the Witch weaves us into the mystery of the witch, reminding us of her familiarity through stories, symbols, and the subconscious, inviting us into her world with a wink and the promise of an apple. Pam reminds us of the resilience of the witch, of all we have to learn from her, and of what she has to offer us. Through both her words and practice, Pam exemplifies that now more than ever, we need to wake the witch in her magick. This book is an indispensable addition to anyone’s altar or bookshelf, witch or not.”

—Gabriela Herstik, author of Inner Witch: A Modern Guide to the Ancient Craft

“Elegant, grounded, and warm, Pam Grossman is the perfect guide for initiation into the mysteries of the witch. Pam conjures witches from their many dwellings in history, feminism, and pop culture with care and play. Swaying among this coven is Pam herself, embodying the witch in a tender spiritual memoir woven through the cultural sense-making. Waking the Witch goes beyond edifying and enjoyable, casting a spell that might wake your own connection to magic, beauty, and meaning.”

—Taisia Kitaiskaia, author of Literary Witches: A Celebration of Magical Women Writers and Ask Baba Yaga: Otherworldly Advice for Everyday Troubles

“Students and scholars will savor Waking the Witch’s historicism—which is brilliant—and practitioners will thrill to its understanding and inspiration. In a world of boundless choices, this is one of the singularly finest works for understanding modern witchcraft. It will never leave my bookshelf.”

—Mitch Horowitz, PEN Award–winning author of Occult America and The Miracle Club

“Pam Grossman’s brilliant examination of the witch in history, literature, politics, and contemporary culture provides much-needed insight into our convoluted and deeply held beliefs about feminine power. With wit and wisdom, scholarship and sass, Grossman reveals why witches both frighten and fascinate us, and why witchcraft’s popularity is growing today as women reclaim their birthright after centuries of infamy. Waking the Witch is a must-read if you want to understand gender politics today or seek to enjoy a more fulfilling relationship with the women in your life. Prepare to be pleasantly awakened as you meet your own inner witch, reconnect with her origins, and see how honoring her can transform your world.”

—Skye Alexander, author of The Modern Guide to Witchcraft and The Modern Witchcraft Spell Book

“Conjuring a contemporary perspective on the witch in both fact and fiction, Pam Grossman lays the breadcrumbs, connecting the corners from devilish cohort to bubblegum hero and all the identities between. Sublime, witty, and often deeply personal, she draws you into her circle, that of the Divine Feminine and her Earthly practitioners.”

—Nicola Scott, Wonder Woman comics artist and cocreator of Black Magick

“My heart thrills in gratitude for this book and for everything Pam Grossman contributes to the study, practice, and pleasure of witchcraft. With rare insight and a flair for nuance, Waking the Witch explores ambiguous territories few writers dare to tread. As only a practicing witch could do, Grossman engages the witch archetype even in the liminal spaces where she becomes most difficult. Witches are myths, are monsters, are sisters and sirens, and witches are REAL. Fearless and brilliant, this book is a must-read for anyone interested in spirituality with intelligence.”

—Amanda Yates Garcia, author of Initiated and cohost of the Strange Magic podcast
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For Matt,

the most charming man I’ve ever met


I fear, and I love, I love, and I fear,

The Far Away Ladies now hovering near.

—Helen Adam

“At Mortlake Manor”
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Witches have always walked among us, populating societies and storyscapes across the globe for thousands of years. From Circe to Hermione, from Morgan le Fay to Marie Laveau, the witch has long existed in the tales we tell about ladies with strange powers that can harm or heal. And although people of all genders have been considered witches, it is a word that is now usually associated with women.

Throughout most of history, she has been someone to fear, an uncanny Other who threatens our safety or manipulates reality for her own mercurial purposes. She’s a pariah, a persona non grata, a bogeywoman to defeat and discard. Though she has often been deemed a destructive entity, in actuality a witchy woman has historically been far more susceptible to attack than an inflictor of violence herself. As with other “terrifying” outsiders, she occupies a paradoxical role in cultural consciousness as both vicious aggressor and vulnerable prey.

Over the past 150 years or so, however, the witch has done another magic trick, by turning from a fright into a figure of inspiration. She is now as likely to be the heroine of your favorite TV show as she is its villain. She might show up in the form of your Wiccan coworker, or the beloved musician who gives off a sorceress vibe in videos or onstage.

There is also a chance that she is you, and that “witch” is an identity you have taken upon yourself for any number of reasons—heartfelt or flippant, public or private.

Today, more women than ever are choosing the way of the witch, whether literally or symbolically. They’re floating down catwalks and sidewalks in gauzy black clothing and adorning themselves with Pinterest-worthy pentagrams and crystals. They’re filling up movie theaters to watch witchy films, and gathering in back rooms and backyards to do rituals, consult tarot cards, and set life-altering intentions. They’re marching in the streets with HEX THE PATRIARCHY placards and casting spells each month to try to constrain the commander in chief. Year after year, articles keep proclaiming, “It’s the Season of the Witch!” as journalists try to wrap their heads around the mushrooming witch “trend.”

And all of this begs the question: Why?

Why do witches matter? Why are they seemingly everywhere right now? What, exactly, are they? (And why the hell won’t they go away?)

I get asked such things over and over, and you would think that after a lifetime of studying and writing about witches, as well as hosting a witch-themed podcast and being a practitioner of witchcraft myself, my answers would be succinct.

In fact, I find that the more I work with the witch, the more complex she becomes. Hers is a slippery spirit: try to pin her down, and she’ll only recede further into the deep, dark wood.

I do know this for sure though: show me your witches, and I’ll show you your feelings about women. The fact that the resurgence of feminism and the popularity of the witch are ascending at the same time is no coincidence: the two are reflections of each other.

That said, this current Witch Wave is nothing new. I was a teen in the 1990s, the decade that brought us such pop-occulture as Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Charmed, and The Craft, not to mention riot grrrls and third-wave feminists who taught me that female power could come in a variety of colors and sexualities. I learned that women could lead a revolution while wearing lipstick and combat boots—and sometimes even a cloak.

But my own witchly awakening came at an even earlier age.

Morganville, New Jersey, where I was raised, was a solidly suburban town, but it retained enough natural land features back then to still feel a little bit scruffy in spots. We had a small patch of woods in our backyard that abutted a horse farm, and the two were separated by a wisp of running water that we could cross via a plank of wood. When we were little, my older sister, Emily, and I would sometimes venture to the other side, where we could feed the horses (an act that still scares me to this day) and pick fistfuls of clover. But the majority of our time was spent on our side of the stream, threading ourselves through the thicket of trees that served as our personal forest. In one corner of the yard, a giant puddle would form whenever it rained, surrounded by a border of ferns. We called this spot our Magical Place. That it would vanish and then reappear only added to its mystery. It was a portal to the unknown.

These woods are where I first remember doing magic—entering that state of deep play where imaginative action becomes reality. I would spend hours out there, creating rituals with rocks and sticks, drawing secret symbols in the dirt, losing all track of time. It was a space that felt holy and wild, yet still strangely safe.

As we age, we’re supposed to stop filling our heads with such “nonsense.” Unicorns are to be traded in for Barbie dolls (though both are mythical creatures, to be sure). We lose our tooth fairies, walk away from our wizards. Dragons get slain on the altar of youth.

Most kids grow out of their “magic phase.” I grew further into mine.

My grandma Trudy was a librarian at the West Long Branch Library, which meant I got to spend many an afternoon lurking between the 001.9 and 135 Dewey decimal–sections, reading about Bigfoot and dream interpretation and Nostradamus. I spent countless hours in my room, learning about witches and goddesses, and I loved anything by authors like George MacDonald, Roald Dahl, and Michael Ende—writers fluent in the language of enchantment. Books were my broomstick. They allowed me to fly to other realms where anything was possible.

My very favorite book was Wise Child by Monica Furlong, a story about a young girl who gets taken in by Juniper, a kind and beautiful witch who lives at the top of a hill in the Scottish countryside. Juniper is feared by the local townsfolk because she doesn’t practice their religion and because she is a woman who lives on her own. She teaches Wise Child the ways of natural medicine and magic, and shows her the kind of love that a mother might. The villagers come to them in secret whenever they are in need of healing, but in public, Juniper and Wise Child are shunned. Witches, I learned from the book, are complicated creatures, sources of great comfort and great terror. And no matter how good a witch might be, she would often become the target of misunderstanding at best and persecution at worst.

The witch is always at risk. Nevertheless, she persists.

Though fictional witches were my first guides, I soon discovered that magic was something real people could do. I started frequenting new age shops and experimenting with mass-market paperback spell books from the mall. I was raised Jewish but found myself attracted to belief systems that felt more individualized and mystical and that fully honored the feminine. Eventually I found my way to modern Paganism, a self-directed spiritual path that sustains me to this day. I’m not unique in this trajectory of pivoting away from organized religion and toward something more personal: as of September 2017, more than a quarter of US adults—27 percent—now say that they think of themselves as spiritual but not religious, according to Pew Research Center.

Now, I identify both as a witch and with the archetype of the witch overall, and I use the term fluidly. At any given time, I might use the word witch to signify my spiritual beliefs, my supernatural interests, or my role as an unapologetically complex, dynamic female in a world that prefers its women to be smiling and still. I use it with equal parts sincerity and salt: with a bow to a rich and often painful history of worldwide witchcraft, and a wink to other members of our not-so-secret society of people who fight from the fringes for the liberty to be our weirdest and most wondrous selves. Magic is made in the margins.

To be clear: you don’t have to practice witchcraft or any other alternative form of spirituality to awaken your own inner witch. You may feel attracted to her symbolism, her style, or her stories but are not about to rush out to buy a cauldron or go sing songs to the sky. Maybe you’re more of a nasty woman than a devotee of the Goddess. That’s perfectly fine: the witch belongs to you too.

I remain more convinced than ever that the concept of the witch endures because she transcends literalism and because she has so many dark and sparkling things to teach us. Many people get fixated on the “truth” of the witch, and numerous fine history books attempt to tackle the topic from the angle of so-called factuality. Did people actually believe in magic? They most certainly did and still do. Were the thousands of victims who were killed in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century witch hunts actually witches themselves? Most likely not. Are witches real? Why, yes, you’re reading the words of one. All of these things are true.

But whether or not there were actually women and men who practiced witchcraft in Rome or Lancashire or Salem, say, is less interesting to me than the fact that the idea of witches has remained so evocative and influential and so, well, bewitching in the first place.

In other words, the fact and the fiction of the witch are inextricably linked. Each informs the other and always has. And so, it’s from this fuzzy, fabulist focal point that I regard her in the following chapters—and in general. I’m fascinated by how one archetype can encompass so many different facets. The witch is a notorious shape-shifter, and she comes in many guises:

A hag in a pointy hat, cackling madly as she boils a pot of bones.

A scarlet-lipped seductress slipping a potion into the drink of her unsuspecting paramour.

A cross-dressing French revolutionary who hears the voices of angels and saints.

A perfectly coiffed suburban housewife, twitching her nose to change her circumstances at will, despite her husband’s protests.

A woman dancing in New York City’s Central Park with her coven to mark the change of the seasons or a new lunar phase.

The witch has a green face and a fleet of flying monkeys.

She wears scarves and leather and lace.

She lives in Africa; on the island of Aeaea; in a tower; in a chicken-leg hut; in Peoria, Illinois.

She lurks in the forests of fairy tales, in the gilded frames of paintings, in the plotlines of sitcoms and YA novels, and between the bars of ghostly blues songs.

She is solitary.

She comes in threes.

She’s a member of a coven.

Sometimes she’s a he.

She is stunning, she is hideous, she is insidious, she is ubiquitous.

She is our downfall. She is our deliverance.

Our witches say as much about us as they do about anything else—for better and for worse.

More than anything, though, the witch is a shining and shadowy symbol of female power and a force for subverting the status quo. No matter what form she takes, she remains an electric source of magical agitation that we can all plug into whenever we need a high-voltage charge.

She is also a vessel that contains our conflicting feelings about female power: our fear of it, our desire for it, and our hope that it can—and will—grow stronger, despite the flames that are thrown at it.

Whether the witch is depicted as villainous or valorous, she is always a figure of freedom—both its loss and its gain. She is perhaps the only female archetype who is an independent operator. Virgins, whores, daughters, mothers, wives—each of these is defined by whom she is sleeping with or not, the care that she is giving or that is given to her, or some sort of symbiotic debt that she must eventually pay.

The witch owes nothing. That is what makes her dangerous. And that is what makes her divine.

Witches have power on their own terms. They have agency. They create. They praise. They commune with the spiritual realm, freely and free of any mediator.

They metamorphose, and they make things happen. They are change agents whose primary purpose is to transform the world as it is into the world they would like it to be.

This is also why being called a witch and calling oneself a witch are usually two vastly different experiences. In the first case, it’s often an act of degradation, an attack against a perceived threat. The second is an act of reclamation, an expression of autonomy and pride. Both of these aspects of the archetype are important to keep in mind. They may seem like contradictions, but there is much to glean from their interplay.

The witch is the ultimate feminist icon because she is a fully rounded symbol of female oppression and liberation. She shows us how to tap into our own might and magic, despite the many who try to strip us of our power.

We need her now more than ever.

What follows, then, is an exploration of the archetype of the witch: meditations on her various aspects and associations, questions she’s conjured throughout my life, and lessons I’ve learned from walking the witch’s path.

And it is a permission slip for you too to identify with her, should you feel yourself falling under her spell.

Look around. Look within.

The witch is waking up.
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THE GOOD, THE BAD, AND THE WICKED

“You’re a good witch, right?” the CEO of the company I work for asks me as we sit drinking Aperol Spritzes in a splashy West Village restaurant in Manhattan. She takes a quick sip, then peers over her glass at me with a nervous smile.

“Of course,” I reply with a dismissive laugh, and then quickly change the subject. It’s not that I’m lying. It’s more that I’ve been down this road many times before, and it’s one I don’t particularly feel like navigating tonight. The one where I’m prompted to discuss my personal beliefs and otherworldly extracurricular activities as a matter of small talk, trying to make the inquirer feel at ease all the while. The one where I have to fit myself into one of two Oz-ian boxes: good witch or bad witch.

I don’t hide my witchly self. Frankly, I don’t think I could if I tried. Between my podcast and writings and other magic-oriented projects—let alone my predilection for diaphanous dark fabrics and lunar jewelry—at this point in my life, what you see is what you get. But where things can get tricky is how my identity as a witch squares with all of the other roles I hold: As a daughter-in-law to two Episcopal priests, say. As a stranger being introduced to a new person at a friend’s party. As a public figure who represented a major corporation for fourteen years. No matter the positive PR of late, using the word witch as a personal descriptor still puts people on edge.

My instinct is to try to allay their fears: No, I’m not satanic (though the Satanists I’ve met are actually quite nice and not at all what you’d imagine!). No, I don’t do spells to hurt anybody (not anymore, at least!). No, I’m not evil (no more than anyone else who is trying their best but is ultimately subject to the foibles of humanity!). No, no, no, I will not curse your marriage, blight your crops, sour your milk, drink your blood, or slaughter your children. Don’t worry, I promise: I’m not here to do the devil’s bidding!

Witch is a word I’ve chosen for myself. In part, it’s shorthand to signify that I’m a practicing Pagan, common parlance within a large community of people who have found an approach to spirituality that is outside of (though not necessarily in opposition to) the five or so dominant world religions. I follow the holy wheel of the year and the cycles of the moon, doing rituals and seasonally appropriate celebrations. I honor nature and the divinity that is inside me and all living beings, and I strive to spread light and to be in service of something higher than myself: Spirit, the gods, the Goddess, the Mystery—that which language is too restrictive to name.

I have also done all of this while paying my rent on time, having a meaningful day job, donating time and resources to causes I believe in, and supporting my husband, friends, and family through thick and thin.

I think I’m a pretty great witch, thank you very much.

To complicate matters, in witchcraft circles there are other classifications beyond “good” and “bad.” Some speak of “white witches,” or witches who pledge to do no harm, and “black witches,” or those who will resort to hexes—though this language is quickly falling out of favor due to its racist undertones. Some speak of “left-handed” versus “right-handed” magic, signifying whether or not one is focused mainly on individual self-development as opposed to being beholden to a group or universal deity. Some practice “chaos magic,” which sounds rather alarming but simply refers to a kind of postmodern “whatever works” approach that blends images and techniques from different religions or genres, sometimes in unorthodox or even humorous ways.

As with all categorical systems, interpretations of each of these terms vary, and lines between them can be blurry. Furthermore, many people are attracted to witchcraft because it is highly individualized. There is no one book or single leader or unifying set of dogmata, which means you learn as you go. You research, you experiment, and you evolve as you encounter others who have also been drawn to this path.

The vast majority of practitioners I know are some of the most compassionate and curious people I’ve ever met. They value love and knowledge above all else, and in many cases you wouldn’t necessarily know they are witches unless they told you. I know witches who are lawyers, chefs, teachers, advertising executives, artists, accountants, nurses, and everything in between. Doing witchcraft is a way for us to strive to be the best version of ourselves, to honor the sacred, and ultimately to try to make the planet a better place. It also allows for the fact that both light and darkness can offer great gifts. And while there is often some overlap in how we practice, everybody does things a bit differently. We may cast spells, do rituals, meditate, seek guidance from systems like astrology or tarot. We may honor our ancestors, celebrate nature’s cycles, ask for help, give thanks. We may be looking to heal or to be of spiritual service. But no matter what form our magic-making takes, for many of us, the word witch signifies that we are people who actively embody the paradox of having a transcendent experience while feeling more deeply connected to ourselves and each other, here on earth.

I call myself witch for other reasons, too. It is a means of identifying how I carry myself in the world, and the kind of energetic current I wish to be a conduit for.

At any given time, it can signify that I am a feminist; someone who celebrates freedom for all and who will fight against injustice using every tool at her disposal; a person who values intuition and self-expression; a kindred spirit with other people who favor the unconventional, the underground, and the uncanny. Or it can simply refer to the fact that I am a woman who dares to speak her own mind and display the full gamut of human emotion—behavior that is still met by society with judgment or disdain. Like many others these days, I use this word with both absolute conviction and with my tongue in my cheek. And like many such epithets, it is loaded and coded. I’m thoughtful about how I use it, when and why and with whom, because it is a word that carries weight, even as it liberates.

It resists being flattened or reduced. It bristles at binary. And that’s also why I love it, because, hey, so do I.
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RIGHT OFF THE batwing, the problem with witches is that they have always been difficult to define.

Most books about the history of the witch tend to begin the same way. They start with the word itself: where it comes from, what it means, and how the writer intends to use it in the forthcoming text.

Many of them will tell you that the etymology of the word witch is unclear. Most sources say it’s derived from the Old English wicca or wicce, meaning “male or female magic-worker,” respectively. Some say that those in turn come from words associated with bending, or with wicks, or with willows. Or that it’s a permutation of older words for “wisdom” or “wise.” And so, they often conclude, the witch is someone who has knowledge about how to shape reality, to make changes happen at will.

Now all of this is in reference to the Western witch with its distinctly European context. But nearly every culture has its version of witches, let alone many flavors of magical people including sorcerers, soothsayers, oracles, healers, and shamans. For the purposes of this book, I’m going to focus primarily on the English-derived word witch, as that by itself is intricately complicated.

So, what do we mean when we use it?

Well, it turns out, that depends.

In Ronald Hutton’s book The Witch: A History of Fear, from Ancient Times to the Present, he begins by stating that there are currently no fewer than four common meanings of the word witch. To paraphrase: someone who uses magic for malevolent means; any person who uses magic at all (whether good, bad, or neutral); a follower of nature-based Paganism, such as Wicca; and a figure of transgressive female power. Many historical books like his tend to focus on the first definition. After all, witches have been associated with evil since they first apparated on the scene.

But today these definitions blur together, informing and influencing each other. The witch wouldn’t now be a feminist icon, for example, without that primary malevolent meaning to riff off of and rail against.

Malcolm Gaskill writes about what he calls the “murkiness” of the witch archetype. In his book Witchcraft: A Very Short Introduction, he states, “. . . [W]itches resist simplification, and are as diverse and complicated as the contexts to which they belong: economy, politics, religion, family, community, and mentality. . . .”

Or as Jack Zipes puts it a bit more succinctly in The Irresistible Fairy Tale: “We use the word ‘naturally’ in all Western countries as if we all know what a witch is. We don’t.”

But perhaps my favorite statement on the matter is from Margot Adler, who writes in her monumental book on modern Paganism, Drawing Down the Moon: “The lexicographical definitions of witch are rather confusing, and bear little relation to the definitions given by Witches themselves.”

Well, you might suggest, we can at least look at the facts, and start at the beginning of human civilization, when magic was believed by most everyone to be real. The trouble is, the toil is, a clear history of the witch as such is impossible to concretize, though there have been some admirable attempts. As those books will tell you, myriad rich traditions of folk magic, witchcraft, and shamanism span the globe. Many of these beliefs have existed for thousands of years, and still do, and they have been practiced by people of all genders.

But how does all of that get us to the point where we are now, when Merriam-Webster’s primary definition of witch is “one that is credited with usually malignant supernatural powers; especially: a woman practicing usually black witchcraft often with the aid of a devil or familiar”? When did that “especially: a woman” come to pass? After all, there have always been male and gender nonconforming practitioners of magic who have been called—or who call themselves—witches. Gerald Gardner, the founder of the religion that came to be called Wicca, was a man. And yet, the vast majority of people persecuted in the name of witchcraft have been female.

If a group of people were asked to draw pictures of a witch today, each would most likely use a similar visual shorthand: a woman with a black pointy hat and long hair, probably on the mature side, and accompanied by a broom, cauldron, and/or feline. When I asked a member of the Unicode Emoji Subcommittee why the universal emoji of a person with a pointy hat and wand was named mage rather than witch, he told me, “I requested that the names for fantasy characters try to avoid gender connotations. . . . Witch is usually assumed to be feminine (although I know better!). . . . [W]e also mentioned wizard or warlock but those are typically thought of as masculine. I suggested ‘mage’ because I thought it was a good shortening of the phrase ‘magical person,’ and the default imagery (according to Unicode’s guidelines) should be ‘gender neutral.’ ”

Putting the issue of gender aside for a moment, we must then come to the witch’s intent, and here is where the “good witch / bad witch” question gets further muddied. Many of our modern ideas of the villainess witch come from faulty historical sources. For example, the scholars who have suggested that the diabolical “confessions” of witchery during the European and colonial New England witch hunts should be taken as evidence of real witchcraft practice have largely been discredited. Furthermore, relatively few reliable records survive from those incidents. Much of our witch-related imagery comes from either witch-hunting manuals written by the obviously biased hunters themselves or from refutations of these manuals by other writers of the age.

The actual witch trial “transcripts” shouldn’t be taken at face value either. First of all, it’s an understatement to say that the accused were perhaps not the most reliable of narrators, fighting as they were for their lives under unfathomably cruel circumstances of physical torture and psychological desperation and/or delusion. Second, the documents that contain these so-called confessions were often kept improperly, and many of them no longer exist, if indeed they ever did in the first place. For instance, our understanding of America’s most famous historical witch incident, the Salem witch trials, is piecemeal at best. As Stacy Schiff writes in her book The Witches: Salem, 1692: “No trace of a single session of the witchcraft court survives. We have accounts of the trials, but no records. . . . The Salem record book has been expunged. . . . Over one hundred reporters took down testimony. Few were trained to do so. They were maddeningly inconsistent.” What the witch trials actually proved is that non-magical human beings are capable of the very malice and murder that they fear from so-called witches.

On the flip side, many of the nineteenth and twentieth century texts that planted the seeds for positive depictions of witches—including the modern religion of Wicca—have also been called into question. Books such as Charles Godfrey Leland’s Aradia, or the Gospel of the Witches, Sir James George Frazer’s The Golden Bough, Margaret Murray’s The Witch-Cult in Western Europe, Robert Graves’s The White Goddess, and Marija Gimbutas’s The Language of the Goddess, to name just a few, contributed to a more sympathetic—or even romantic—notion of witches, yet they have all been subject to much subsequent scrutiny and debate regarding their validity. As meaningful as it can be to pull witches out of the hell pit and onto the pedestal, by today’s academic standards these more starry-eyed spins on witchcraft are based on conjecture, flawed scholarship, or outright poetic license.

Additionally, these witch “histories” are cobwebbed with details from legends, myths, and fairy tales. Our assumptions about witches have accumulated over centuries to form a dark layer cake of associations. Stories about fictional witches and ideas about “actual” witches are forever contaminating each other and then morphing into newer versions. This is why I believe it’s more effective to talk about the witch as a symbol than as a reality, real as she may sometimes be.

Nonetheless, it’s fair to say that up until the past century or so, whenever a witch appeared in stories—whether fiction or alleged nonfiction, as in the case of real-world witchcraft accusations—she was almost always a danger-maker who tried to bring about the downfall of children, upstanding women, and good, clean men. And it’s this reputation that means that, no matter how hard you scrub, you can never completely get the stink of sulfur off her.
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SO IF THE witch has been a sort of monstress for millennia, how did we reach the point where the possibility of being a “good witch” was even on the table? We’ll be looking at many iterations of this in the following chapters, but there are a few particularly important links in the chain.

Despite centuries of bad press, popular attitudes toward witches began to shift in the mid-nineteenth century, catalyzed in large part by French historian Jules Michelet’s 1862 book La Sorcière. In it, Michelet suggests that the word witch was a slur that the Church used against any gifted female healer or “High-priestess of Nature.” He writes that these sorceresses, as he calls them, were tragic figures, having been oppressed and nearly obliterated by such male-dominated forces as the Catholic Church, feudal governance, and science: “Where, indeed, could she have taken up her habitation, except on savage heaths, this child of calamity, so fiercely persecuted, so bitterly cursed and proscribed?” He then details how these sorceresses take matters into their own hands by starting their own satanic religion where, unlike in the Church, womanhood and nature were celebrated.

La Sorcière is one of the earliest popular works that is sympathetic to witches, as well as being an impassioned and lyrically written dissertation on the systemic subjugation of female power overall. Though it’s filled with historical inaccuracies and plenty of the author’s own fantasies, its effect on the popular conception of witches was substantial.

In 1863, Michelet’s book was translated into English under the far more titillating title Satanism and Witchcraft, and its direct influence can be seen in the work of the twentieth-century poets, filmmakers, and artists, including the Surrealists, who incorporated Michelet’s romanticized vision of the witch into their work. There was also a loose adaptation of the book in 1973 via Mushi Production’s psychedelic animated adult film Kanashimi no Belladonna (or Belladonna of Sadness), which was rereleased in theaters in 2016. But the impact of Michelet’s sorceress expands far beyond these obvious reinterpretations. In fact, it can be directly linked to the most famous fictional witches of all time.
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WHEN L. FRANK Baum’s book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was released in the year 1900, it forever stamped the concept—and terminology—of good witches and bad witches into popular consciousness.

In Baum’s original story, there are actually two good witches. First, there is the Witch of the North, whom Dorothy meets upon her arrival in Oz after her house crushes the Wicked Witch of the East, post-tornado. The Witch of the North is an old woman dressed in glittering white, who gifts Dorothy with magical Silver Shoes (as they are in the original text—ruby was only for the film). She also gives her the “witch’s kiss”: a mark on Dorothy’s forehead that will be a source of protection and safe passage for her and her friends throughout the tale.

Glinda, the Good Witch of the South—and the only witch deemed by Baum to be worthy of a first name—doesn’t actually appear until the end of the story, though leading up to this we’re told that she’s the most powerful witch of all. When Dorothy and her companions finally meet Glinda, they are impressed by her red hair, blue eyes, and youthful looks (despite her significant age, we’re told). They’re also moved by her generosity. “You are certainly as good as you are beautiful!” Dorothy cries, after Glinda offers customized treasures for the Tin Woodman, the Cowardly Lion, and the Scarecrow. This kind and lovely witch then teaches her how to use the Silver Shoes to get back home to Aunt Em.

It’s a spectacular story, not only as a parable about friendship and truth-seeking, but also due to its exceptional originality. The Emerald City, the Yellow Brick Road, magical slippers, a brave farm-girl protagonist, and, of course, the good and bad witches are all now seemingly timeless icons from what some have called “the first American fairy tale.” But several of these ideas were not invented by Baum out of whole cloth. In fact, a great many of them can be traced to the influence of his mother-in-law, the suffragist and equal rights pioneer Matilda Joslyn Gage.

Gage was a follower of Theosophy, the nineteenth-century gnostic religious movement that brought Eastern mystical thought to the West. She would have been familiar with the ideas that one can go on a spiritual journey up thirteen golden stairs to find enlightenment at the Temple of Divine Wisdom, and that one can reveal the ultimate truth behind all world religions by metaphorically lifting the veil of illusion (or peering behind a curtain, perhaps). Interestingly, the Theosophical Society was started by another mighty woman, Madame Helena Petrovna Blavatsky, one of the few female spiritual leaders of the age, who was often slandered and called a fraud by the press during her life. Still, Theosophy had many adherents, and it does still today. Encouraged by Gage, Baum and his wife, Maud Gage Baum, became members of the Theosophical Society’s Chicago chapter on September 4, 1892. (He also began writing his stories down on paper at his mother-in-law’s behest.)

Like many suffragists, Gage was also an abolitionist, and her childhood home in Fayetteville, New York, was part of the Underground Railroad. “I think I was born with a hatred of oppression,” Gage is quoted as saying at the 1888 International Council of Women, before recounting her memories of sheltering slaves and attending antislavery gatherings.

Baum’s good witches of Oz are abolitionists of a sort as well, as slavery runs rampant in the wicked witches’ domains. When the Wicked Witch of the East is killed at the beginning of the story, the Good Witch of the North tells Dorothy, “She has held all the Munchkins in bondage for many years, making them slave for her, night and day. Now they are all set free, and are grateful to you for the favor. . . .” And the Wicked Witch of the West has the Winkies as her slaves. Dorothy experiences a taste of slavery herself when the Wicked Witch holds her captive: she is worked to the bone in the witch’s kitchen for days on end, and the Lion is locked up as well. Dorothy’s first act after the witch is killed is to free the Winkies, who declare the day a holiday to be celebrated every year.

Most significant to Baum’s development of the “good witch” concept, however, was Gage’s 1893 treatise Woman, Church, and State, published just five years before her death. In it, she writes that the subjugation of women happening in her time was comparable to the European witch hunts. She believed that the witches of Western Europe were persecuted because their wisdom was a threat to the patriarchal Church. As Gage writes: “Whatever the pretext made for witchcraft persecution we have abundant proof that the so-called ‘witch’ was among the most profoundly scientific persons of the age. The church having forbidden its offices and all external methods of knowledge to woman, was profoundly stirred with indignation at her having through her own wisdom, penetrated into some of the most deeply subtle secrets of nature: and it was a subject of debate during the middle ages if learning for woman was not an additional capacity for evil, as owing to her, knowledge had first been introduced in the world.”

From her perspective, calling brilliant women “witches” was a way for the Church to demonize them and rationalize bringing about their demise. (Or as Lisa Simpson would put it 115 years later, “Why is it whenever a woman is confident and powerful, they call her a witch?”)

And where did Gage get this idea? At least in part from Jules Michelet’s La Sorcière, which she cites multiple times throughout her book’s footnotes.

Though Gage’s writing was hugely influential upon the advent of American feminism, it must be noted that, like La Sorcière, it is filled with inaccuracies. We now know that a good portion of the women and men who were put to death during the witch hunts were likely from lower, uneducated classes, and thus probably not among the “profoundly scientific persons” she had envisioned. Gage is also responsible for further circulating the now disproven claim that nine million witches were put to death in Europe—scholars today estimate the figure as being somewhere between fifty- and two hundred thousand.

Regardless, her reframing of the witch hunts captured the imagination of many of her readers, including that of her son-in-law. If not for Gage, L. Frank Baum might never have conceived of good witches at all.

In sum, Gage’s feminist fingerprints are all over Oz, and her legacy of good witches remains vital through this day. As Kristen J. Sollée puts it in her book Witches, Sluts, Feminists: Conjuring the Sex Positive: “. . . Gage embraced a reclamation of the divine feminine as her spiritual practice, and is the first known suffragist to reclaim the word ‘witch.’ . . . Without Gage, witches might still be viewed as solely evil in popular culture.”

One might say that Matilda Joslyn Gage was the O.G.: Original Glinda.
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IN 1939, NEARLY forty years after Baum’s book was published, MGM released the motion picture The Wizard of Oz, and Glinda’s question to Dorothy, “Are you a good witch or a bad witch?” has been reverberating ever since. The film became a classic for many reasons, but certainly one of them is that it injected Baum’s idea of good witches into the cultural bloodstream of the masses. It also opened the door for later glamorous witch characters such as Veronica Lake’s Jennifer in the 1942 film I Married A Witch; Kim Novak’s Gillian Holroyd in the 1958 movie Bell, Book, and Candle; and Elizabeth Montgomery’s Samantha Stephens of the 1960s ABC television show Bewitched. If Michelet, Gage, and Baum helped bring the witch out of the shadows, then Hollywood pulled her into the spotlight.

MGM’s version of Glinda set the template for an onscreen witch who was not only good, but beautiful to boot. She was played by film and stage star Billie Burke, who was also the wife of the legendary Broadway producer Florenz Ziegfeld Jr., of Ziegfeld Follies fame. Notably, Burke was fifty-four years old when she shot Oz—nearly twenty years older than Margaret Hamilton, who played the hideous hag the Wicked Witch of the West.

In the film, Glinda and the nameless Wicked Witch are set up as the ultimate dichotomy: Glinda is a living confection, ecstatic in star-spangled pink, part fairy, part flamingo. Her preferred method of transport is flotation, and when she shows up in a shimmering soap bubble, all trills and ruffles, we know immediately that she is a benevolent being. She has a starry scepter and wears a crown evocative of Mary, Queen of Heaven. Glinda, then, is no less a saint. Celestial, airy, and a stickler for elocution, she is girlish and glistening. More than that, she is a mother figure, a guardian, a giver. She is kindness in full bloom.

The Wicked Witch of the West is her diametric opposite. Angular and shrouded in black, she greets us in a cacophony of screech and caw. She is a woman enflamed, a creature of fire and desire, with her libidinous laugh and hard-on for scarlet slippers. Her movement isn’t float, it’s flight—arrow-direct forward motion, broom between her legs, leaving a trail of smoke behind. She is living singe, all freedom and speed and scorch. Even at the beginning of the film in her guise as her doppel, the mean Miss Gulch, she rides a bicycle—a rather independent activity for a woman of the 1930s. Unlike her rosy-hued, hermetically sealed counterpart, this witch feels the air on her skin as she rides. But she is also a chthonic character, queen of an upside-down underworld, living in a gray castle on top of a mountain range that resembles a row of jagged teeth. The Wicked Witch’s skin is a lurid green, evocative of poison and envy and plague. Her pea pallor and overall color palette tell us that she is a sickening deliverer of death.

Ironically, the character of the Wicked Witch of the West was most threatening to the actor who played her. The green makeup was copper-based and, as the Oz Wiki says, “potentially toxic,” and it could only be removed with alcohol, a highly painful process thanks to its antiseptic sting. It was also difficult for Hamilton to eat anything while in costume, and she had to ingest mostly liquids or else have her food broken into little bits and fed to her by a production assistant. Several sources say that Hamilton’s skin stayed tinged green for weeks after the filming was complete. Even more harrowing, her costume caught on fire while she was shooting the Munchkinland scene, leaving burns on her face and right hand. She had to miss two months of filming to recover. As it is so often with witches, the line between villain and victim was smudged with soot.

Still, Hamilton seems to have had a deep appreciation for getting to play such an iconic role. In fact, she reprised it several times later in life, including in a 1976 episode of Sesame Street (which only aired once due to complaints from parents), as well as for a 1980 photo shoot by Andy Warhol that he incorporated into a print for his 1981 Myths series. Kids who might have cowered from her in 1939 grew into adults who applauded her. One can find audio online of her and Judy Garland appearing together on The Merv Griffin Show in 1968, nearly thirty years after The Wizard of Oz was released. In the clip, Garland is quite charming, but it’s Hamilton and her raucous, ornithological cackle that gets the biggest audience response. There’s an Old English word, kench, which means “to laugh loudly.” I could listen to Hamilton’s kenching all day.
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