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We dedicate this book to the witches of the past, present, and future who used their powers for good.









INTRODUCTION


Double, double toil and trouble;


Fire burn and caldron bubble.


Fillet of a fenny snake,


In the caldron boil and bake;


Eye of newt and toe of frog,


Wool of bat and tongue of dog,


Adder’s fork and blind-worm’s sting,


Lizard’s leg and howlet’s wing,


For a charm of powerful trouble,


Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.


—William Shakespeare


Shakespeare’s words are timeless. While they were written on parchment hundreds of years ago, they still resonate today. This “Song of the Witches” from Macbeth is no different, casting an indelible spell on our understanding of the secret life of witches. The classic media depiction of witches dressed in black, circling a cauldron bubbling with animal parts has endured in everything from goofy cartoons to terrifying horror films. Over time, the story of the witch has come alive in a million different forms: good, bad, spiritual, demonic, cannibalistic, healing, young, and old. In this book, we aim to pull back the veil of stereotypes and reveal the true history, legends, and science that inhabit the mystical world of witches.


Now, kiddies, follow along if you dare! (Meg and Kelly cackle and disappear in a plume of smoke.)











SECTION ONE


THE ORIGINS













CHAPTER ONE


THE WIZARD OF OZ


Say the word “witch” and chances are you’ll conjure up an image of a woman wearing a pointy black hat (cackling maniacally, of course). The word itself has taken on many iterations over the centuries. The first mention of witches in the Hebrew Bible appears in the first book of Samuel (28:3–25), which refers to a story about a woman performing necromancy and magic. Writers in the fifteenth century used the term maleficus, meaning a person who “performed harmful acts of sorcery against others.”1 However, witches became known as “women whose embodiment of femininity in some way transgresses society’s accepted boundaries; they are too old, too powerful, too sexually aggressive, too vain, too undesirable.”2


The earliest known written magical incantations come from ancient Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), dated to between the 5th and 4th centuries BCE.3


Witches have come a long way on screen from The Maid of Salem (1937) to Wandavision (2021–). Perhaps the most famous portrayal is the Wicked Witch from The Wizard of Oz (1939). “I’ll get you, my pretty, and your little dog too!” This iconic line, spoken by the Wicked Witch of the West (Margaret Hamilton) in the film, epitomizes the witch  villain. She has a horrific green face, cackles wildly, and is not only willing to hurt a young girl but her lovable pooch too! How could we possibly empathize with this terrible, monstrous woman? We can and do through the journey that is the musical Wicked (2003). Created by Stephen Schwartz and Winnie Holzman, Wicked is the story of Elphaba and Galinda (later Glinda), witches in the Land of Oz.


The journey from page to stage took many iterations over the course of one hundred years. The original book, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum, is considered the first American fairy tale. Baum, who wrote fourteen novels in the Oz series, was inspired by places and people from his childhood, including a recurring nightmare in which he was chased across a field by a scarecrow.4 The book was considered a success but came under fire decades later by fundamentalist Christians for its inclusion of, you guessed it, witches. In 1986, parents in the Hawkins County, Tennessee, school system tried to get the book banned in their local school due to its depiction of witches as benevolent beings.5 This wasn’t the last time parents protested a movie or book series out of fear that their children would turn to witchcraft. A vocal group of Christians based in Colorado Springs, Colorado, fought against the Harry Potter books (1997–2007) being in school7 and a group in Pennsylvania even staged burnings of the series.8 What is the psychology behind this? Parents who fear the inclusion of witchcraft in their children’s stories often believe that by reading these stories their kids will turn to the occult and begin practicing spells themselves. Experts say that’s not how reading works, though. This was demonstrated in a study by psychologists Amie Senland and Elizabeth Vozzola:
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During the medieval times of Britain, scarecrows originated as young children who would throw stones when birds landed in fields. When the Great Plague killed nearly half of Britain’s population in 1348, they switched to scarecrows being made out of stuffed sacks of straw.6







In their study comparing the perceptions of fundamentalist and liberal Christian readers of Harry Potter, Senland and Vozzola reveal that different reading responses are possible in even relatively homogeneous groups. On the one hand, despite adults’ fears to the contrary, few children in either group believed that the magic practiced in Harry Potter could be replicated in real life. On the other, the children disagreed about a number of things, including whether or not Dumbledore’s bending of the rules for Harry made Dumbledore harder to respect. Senland and Vozzola’s study joins a body of scholarship that indicates that children perform complex negotiations as they read. Children’s reading experiences are informed by both their unique personal histories and their cultural contexts. In other words, there’s no “normal” way to read Harry Potter—or any other book, for that matter.9


Scarecrows began in the fields of ancient Greece as wooden statues carved to represent Priapus, a Greek god of fertility.10


The Wizard of Oz came out in 1939 and is considered one of the American Film Institute’s (AFI’s) one hundred greatest American movies of all time.11 It was nominated for six Academy Awards and went on to spur two film sequels: Journey Back to Oz (1972) and Return to Oz (1985). I (Kelly) spent many days watching the original movie on my well-worn VHS tape hoping for a tornado to sweep me away to the Land of Oz. Thankfully, no tornado ever came but my imagination soared while watching this story. It was often pointed out to me that the film’s star,  Judy Garland, grew up not far from where I did. We often visited her home in Grand Rapids, Minnesota, as it has been turned into a museum. Many kids I knew liked the movie but were terrified of the wicked witch. How did Margaret Hamilton come to portray her character?


Hamilton was an actress who gained credits in local theatre and several films before she auditioned to be the Wicked Witch of the West. Some people in the industry told her to get a nose job if she ever expected to be cast. She didn’t, though, and got over what other people thought of her looks. That confidence no doubt carried over into her audition and she got the part. Hamilton never missed a chance to help children see the witch’s human side. Having been a kindergarten teacher, she understood children and knew it was important to let them know the witch wasn’t real. She spoke to Fred Rogers on Mister Rogers’ Neighborhood (1968–2001) and said about her character, “she’s very unhappy because she never gets what she wants, Mr. Rogers. Most of us get something . . . but as far as we know, that witch has never got what she wanted.”12


What medical conditions could explain the witch’s green skin? A condition called hypochromic anemia was historically known as green sickness for the distinct skin color sometimes present in patients. Other symptoms from this type of anemia include lack of energy, shortness of breath, headaches, and low appetite. It’s caused by a lack of vitamin B6, certain infections, or diseases. Other conditions that have been known to cause green skin include multiple organ failure, contact with copper, or the use of certain drugs.13


Dorothy stops at Professor Marvel’s (Frank Morgan’s) wagon after she runs away in the beginning of The Wizard of Oz. He uses a crystal ball to tell her about her life and, later, the Wicked Witch uses one to spy on Dorothy. What are crystal balls used for in witchcraft? Witch balls in folklore were used for scrying, the act of fortune-telling or divination. The ball may give guidance, inspiration, or clarity to the user, allowing them to see faraway places or predict future events. Scrying could also involve an object other than a crystal ball, including other reflective surfaces like water or a mirror, or objects in nature like smoke or the movement of animals. The scryer will stare at the chosen object until they are in a trance-like state, allowing them to see visions in the object or in their head. Nostradamus was said to scry when he came up with  his predictions for the future.14 Can science explain the effects of this phenomenon? Experts say it may be a combination of delusion or wishful thinking. One study of mirror gazing concluded it “might be caused by low-level fluctuations in the stability of edges, shading, and outlines affecting the perceived definition of the face, which gets overinterpreted as ‘someone else’ by the face recognition system.”15 The participants of the study reported feeling strong emotions while mirror gazing, though, which proves that the mind and our perceptions are quite powerful. This could explain why we “see” faces in the pattern of a kitchen countertop, eyes in a tree, or a predominant shape in a cloud.


After Dorothy visits Professor Marvel, she is swept up in the tornado that brings her to Oz. Can tornadoes transport people, objects, or even houses to new places? Paper debris caught in a cyclone has been known to travel up to two hundred miles away while some heavier objects have traveled around fifty miles.16 In 2017, a woman in Texas climbed inside her bathtub to take shelter from an impending storm. The tornado ripped the bathtub, with her in it, from the home and deposited it in the nearby woods. She walked away relatively unharmed with only some cuts and bruises!17 In 2020, a tornado in Georgia tore an entire house off its foundation, lifted it in the air, and dropped it on a highway fifty yards away.18 Thankfully, no one was inside. The United States averages about one thousand tornadoes per year with ninety-six of those being in Dorothy’s home state of Kansas.


For a tornado-producing supercell to develop initially, four ingredients need to be present in the atmosphere: moisture, instability, vertical forcing, and wind shear.19




After Dorothy meets up with her newfound friends and is about to enter the Emerald City, The Wicked Witch uses poppies to put them to sleep. From the book:


Now it is well known that when there are many of these flowers together their odor is so powerful that anyone who breathes it falls asleep, and if the sleeper is not carried away from the scent of the flowers, he sleeps on and on forever. But Dorothy did not know this, nor could she get away from the bright red flowers that were everywhere about; so presently her eyes grew heavy and she felt she must sit down to rest and to sleep … “If we leave her here she will die,” said the Lion. “The smell of the flowers is killing us all.”20


What is the science behind this? According to Joe Schwarcz, PhD, it’s not scientifically possible that this could have worked:


The Latin botanical name of the flower, Papaver somniferum, translates as ‘sleep-bringing poppy.’ But smelling poppies is not enough to bring on sleep, as the active components are not volatile. Ingestion or injection of “opiates” is required. Opiates are biologically active compounds extracted from opium, the dried latex that exudes from an incision made in the seed pods of the plant before these blossom into flowers.21


Opium use peaked in the United States just around the time The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was written so it was undoubtedly on the mind of the author and the public.


The book Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West (1995) by Gregory Maguire was adapted to a stage musical in 2003. Told from the perspective of the witches, numerous topics are explored, including discrimination, animal cruelty, and the nuances behind good versus evil, friendship, and love. Idina Menzel, who originated the role of Elphaba on Broadway, believed the play had important messages:


The two main ones—the story of the friendship of these two women and how they, through striving for truth in themselves,  they really give a wonderful gift to each other and change each other forever. I think that that’s important. I think that the idea that when someone’s different from us, we tend to be threatened by them, and that we have to strive to look deeper than the surface. I think that’s the other most important message.22


The idea of good versus bad regarding magic and witches comes up in numerous stories throughout history and various religions.


Female witchcraft, for instance, surprisingly is mentioned only rarely in early Christian narrative texts, though male sorcerers are quite common. Women in such stories usually are victims of witchcraft, not perpetrators. A popular and naïve belief in demons is still often seen as part of a common antique “weltbild,” [a theoretical understanding of the world and how it operates] shared and indeed intensified by Christians. Once again, things become much more complicated when the full range of sources is allowed to speak. Jewish views differ substantially from Christian ones, and there are even Christian as well as Jewish sources that use terms like “magician” (magos) in surprisingly positive contexts. Ideas of magic and witchcraft in Christian history have changed much, and not only for theological reasons. The New Testament as a collection of foundational Christian writings only rarely deals in magic as such, though Jesus himself was accused by his opponents as someone in league with Beelzebul.23


Good versus bad can also be viewed as white versus dark magic. White magic is often associated with performing beneficial acts for others and black magic typically relates to curses and nefarious intentions.


Although the Wicked Witch of the West died unintentionally near the end of The Wizard of Oz, she made a lasting impression on generations of people and will no doubt continue to do so for years to come.











CHAPTER TWO


SLEEPY HOLLOW


The Legend of Sleepy Hollow by Washington Irving was first published in 1819 in his book of short stories The Sketch Book. He was inspired by the legends of headless horsemen he heard of while in Europe, including the Dullahan, an Irish myth of a man carrying around his own moldy, wide-grinning head on a black horse. The town of Sleepy Hollow in the story is said to have been bewitched. Its inhabitants experience all sorts of supernatural and mysterious occurrences, including visits from the Headless Horseman.


Is it possible for humans or animals to run around headless like the Headless Horseman in this story? It turns out, there is a bizarre truth to the old adage “running around like a chicken with your head cut off.” Chickens do indeed run around after decapitation. In one miraculous instance, a chicken ran around for eighteen months. How is this possible? In 1945, a chicken named Mike was seemingly decapitated but was found alive the next day. According to Modern Farmer’s Rebecca Katzman, “Chicken’s brains are arranged at such an angle that the most basic parts of the brain, the cerebellum and the brain stem, can remain nestled in the neck even if most of the head is gone.”1 The owners fed Mike through an eye dropper, but he eventually died in a hotel room while on tour. What a rock star! Humans cannot live without their heads but what about the other way around? Does a decapitated head remain conscious for a period of time? A study from 2011 found the following:
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There is an annual “Mike the Headless Chicken Festival” typically held the first weekend in June in Mike’s hometown of Fruita, Colorado. The festival includes vendors, a 5K run, and a disc golf tournament.2







Mice, whose scalps were hooked on electroencephalography machines, preserved electrical activity whose frequencies indicated conscious activity for nearly four seconds after the mice were decapitated. Other studies of small mammals have found up to twenty-nine seconds. If this is also valid for humans, then it would provide enough time for a most gruesome experience.3


No, thank you!


Deaths due to decapitation are rare in civilian populations. A study in South Australia over the course of seventeen years revealed only twenty cases.4


There are numerous iterations of The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, including the 1949 Disney film entitled The Adventures of Ichabod and Mr. Toad. Tim Burton took on directing the 1999 version (Sleepy Hollow) and cast Johnny Depp as Ichabod Crane, a nervous detective in this adaptation. As Ichabod enters a party, jack-o’-lanterns are seen everywhere. What is the history behind these common Halloween mainstays? It began with the Irish legend of Stingy Jack who tricked the Devil one too many times and ended up walking the earth with only coal placed inside a carved-out turnip lighting his way. He became known as “Jack of the Lantern” and people would carve scary faces into turnips or potatoes to keep him and other evil spirits away. When the tradition was brought to the United States, it was found that pumpkins were the perfect vehicle for these scary faces.


Ichabod begins to shake when he hears the tale of the Headless Horseman. Why do our bodies do this? Over forty million Americans  experience anxiety and when we feel stress, our bodies often go into fight or flight mode. This means our adrenaline kicks in, our heart rate increases, and our breathing quickens. When our hands or other parts of our bodies start to shake, this is considered a psychogenic tremor. How can we treat them? First, progressive muscle relaxation is recommended. Contracting and releasing various muscle groups in your body can help it calm down and stop any shaking. Second, try to slow your breathing and practice mindfulness. Being aware of your surroundings and concentrating on the word “calm” can help. Finally, if the anxiety and tremors persist, consider seeking talk therapy or even medication.


Speaking of panic, Ichabod passes out from fear more than once in the movie. Does this happen in real life? Absolutely! It’s that darn fight or flight response again that’s sending more blood to your legs to help you flee but pumps less blood to your head. This same response may happen at the sight of blood. According to Dr. Sue Corcoran:


People who faint at the sight of blood may also faint with pain triggers such as an injury or vaccination. The mechanism for this type of fainting remains elusive. It begins with an increase in heart rate and blood pressure, followed by a fall in blood pressure and heart rate at the time of the faint. People often feel nauseated before they faint (thought to be due to the back of the brain not getting enough blood supply) and may vomit.5


The tree in Sleepy Hollow appears to be weeping blood. We find out later it’s due to the stash of decapitated heads the Horseman is keeping there! What could really cause a tree to weep in nature? There is a tree in South Africa that appears to “bleed” when cut. The appropriately named bloodwood tree naturally has dark, red sap. Locals believe the tree to have magical, healing powers and use its sap to treat health issues such as ringworm. Many trees in the world produce sap, some edible and some that show signs of disease, damage, or pests. It’s important to do your research before ingesting any sap from a tree that you’re unfamiliar with.


Wild arrowroot flowers are used to heal a cut in the film. What other natural cures are there? We had the opportunity to interview Indigenous  ethnobotanist Linda Black Elk about her experience and training using natural remedies.


Meg: “Tell us how you learned about indigenous healing.”


Linda Black Elk: “I currently work as the food sovereignty coordinator at United Tribes Technical College, the tribal college in Bismarck, North Dakota. Before that, for twenty years I taught at Sitting Bull College, the tribal college on the Standing Rock Reservation. My two eldest sons are enrolled at Standing Rock and my husband and I and our son are enrolled on the Cheyenne River Reservation, which borders Standing Rock to the south. I’ve lived around Lakotas (the people of Standing Rock) for a long time and learned so much from them. I’ve talked to so many elders and other knowledge holders on Standing Rock and Shine River and in Lakota Country. It was always a huge passion of mine. I was always interested in plants for food and medicine. My grandmother would take me on plant walks all the time. She knew so much about plants. I’ve been foraging and eating plants and using plants for medicine my whole life. When I started college (no one in my family had ever gone to college before), I didn’t know what to major in. Plants and people seemed to be the logical thing, so I got into anthropology, botany, and literature as well. I even joke around sometimes that I get along much better with plants than I do people!”


Meg: “I feel that way about pugs!”


Linda Black Elk: “I’ve always had very good instincts about plants. I personally consider plants as relatives, not just these things that grow out there. I have a very close relationship with plants, and I consider them to be very communicative. I follow the protocols that I’ve always been taught to follow when I’m going out to talk to plants and harvest and things like that.”


Kelly: “You say that you speak to plants. Tell us more about that.”


Linda Black Elk: “Sure! So many traditional protocols are based in science and on the need to protect the plant or to harvest it at a particular time. Maybe when it’s at its maximum potential. As someone who’s also trained as a Western scientist (my masters is in science education), those ideas are really important to me. I do talk to plants, and I believe that they speak  back to me. People consider this to be a very mystical sort of thing, but I find it to be very practical. For example, if I’m harvesting a medicine and I find that where I’ve normally collected tons of it, it’s not available this year, then I’m not supposed to harvest there. That’s a form of communication on behalf of the plant.


I pray with plants, and I will sit with plants and listen to what they tell me in the form of mental images (that little voice in your head). There have been quite a few plants that I’ve never met before so I’ll sit with them for a while and get images and little snippets about them. The crazy part is, I’ve had a lot of that verified through experience. I’ve talked to a lot of other knowledge holders. I love it when Western science sort of catches up to Indigenous knowledge.”


Kelly: “I love hearing about that intersection because so many people are skeptical one way or the other. To see some of these things coming together, it gives me hope!”


Linda Black Elk: “Yes, it’s true! I worked with a chemist at North Dakota State University. He was such a wonderful man named Gary Stoltzenberg. I told him the Lakota story about when you go out to pick sand cherries, you’re supposed to approach them from downwind. Otherwise, they’ll smell you coming, and they’ll turn bitter. Through research, he found that sand cherries have these stomata that will in fact take in animal pheromones. If they sense those pheromones, they sense a predator and start producing bitter alkaloids. It can happen very quickly, so you are supposed to approach them from downwind.”


Meg: “That’s amazing! Are there a lot of common natural remedies that could help everyday ailments that we’re just not aware of because we’ve lost that knowledge?”


Linda Black Elk: “Absolutely! It’s one of my favorite talks that I give: ‘A Weed by Any Other Name.’ These things that we call weeds, I’m so fascinated by that term. What does that imply? It’s such a value-based term that really means nothing. I’m a part of a group of plant scientists on Facebook and we identify plants for people. Probably one of the most common questions we get is, ‘Is this a plant or a weed?’ You just can’t answer that question five hundred times a day, so we usually ignore it. Sometimes those plants that people consider to be weeds in this sort  of Westernized culture that we live in in the United States are some of the most amazing medicines out there. I am just flabbergasted at how the dandelion has been vilified. It is food; it is medicine. Every part of a dandelion is edible. We make cookies and bread and things out of the flowers. We make tea out of the flowers. It’s delicious! We use the stems in all kinds of soups and stews and even as a spaghetti substitute. We use the leaves raw or cooked. Dandelion coffee is one of my favorite things.”


Meg: “I need to try that!”


Linda Black Elk: “Dandelion in numerous studies has been used to fight cancer. It’s heavy in antioxidants and I remember talking to this one gentleman. He’s a physician working on a study out of the University of Windsor. They were finding that powdered dandelion root was shrinking tumors and when it wasn’t shrinking tumors it was actually helping people through chemo. This is something that we spray, that we kill in our lawns, that we just consider to be something we don’t want around . . . but it’s this fantastic medicine! It stabilizes blood sugar for diabetics. There’s the misconception, I’ve talked to a lot of plant scientists about this as well, that dandelions are not native. They’ve become so vilified as a weed that they’ve actually gotten this reputation that they somehow came over from Europe and that there weren’t any of them before. That’s totally untrue. There were always native species of dandelions here (in the United States), and I do believe that European varieties were probably brought over that have now, of course, crossed with a lot of ours. I always try to lift the dandelion up because I feel like it’s been so maligned.


Another plant that I think of is stinging nettle. They are called stinging nettles for a reason but if you get your body used to them, they are amazing anti-inflammatories. We were taught that if you harvest nettles bare-handed without gloves, you’ll never get arthritis in your hands. When I was growing up, I did sports, and I would always have these sore knees so I would put on a pair of shorts and run through the nettle patch so that it would sting my knees. I would be pain-free, sometimes for months, after just one treatment. I’ve had that happen over and over. One of my students had horrible back pain and after she took my ethnobotany class she said she did one nettle treatment on her  back and had her first good night’s sleep in four years. I have so many stories like that about this plant that a lot of people are afraid of, or they just ignore it. They cut it down or they compost it, but it’s fantastic.”


“Ancient Egyptians used stinging nettle to treat arthritis and lower back pain, while Roman troops rubbed it on themselves to help stay warm.”6


Kelly: “Have there been clinical trials with some of these natural remedies?”


Linda Black Elk: “Not enough, I suppose, would be my simple answer to that question. The simple hawthorn berry is being used for heart health and even being used to heal the heart muscle post-surgery. There are now numerous clinical trials that have been done on that. There are even some cardiologists who recommend hawthorn but, because of that, you have capsules being sold in Walmart. How much hawthorn is really in those capsules? It’s not that much. Someone is making bank on those and the Indigenous community that the knowledge came from has been erased. So much erasure happens in those cases and so I understand people in communities who are protective of that knowledge.”


Meg: “Is there one piece of knowledge, or a call to action, you want people to know?”


Linda Black Elk: “In my opinion, plant medicine and traditional plant foods is the way we change the world for the better. A lot of my students say ‘I used to drive my car down the road and just look out and to me it was all grass. But after you find out how diverse it is, how much food is  out there, how much medicine is out there, that a plant can be used for rope, and a plant can be used to make a bow drill, you start walking on the land differently. You start being much more aware of your impact on it.’ Not only does plant knowledge change the way we view the land and change the way we walk on it, but it also makes us eat differently and it makes us think.”


Thank you to Linda Black Elk for this enlightening interview! We will certainly start viewing our surroundings with fresh eyes.


In 1997, the village of North Tarrytown, New York, where the story took place, officially changed its name to Sleepy Hollow. Fittingly, the Horseman is its high school’s official mascot!











CHAPTER THREE


SEASON OF THE WITCH


If you mention director George Romero in a conversation, horror fans will immediately think of zombies. He basically invented the modern zombie with Night of the Living Dead (1968) and its subsequent sequels. A lesser-known film of his, Season of the Witch (1970), follows the story of Joan (Jan White) as she discovers the power of becoming a witch. Romero is said to have been inspired by the feminist movement at the time and by reading about witchcraft for another project he was working on.1 Writer Derek Warren notes, “Season of the Witch is not a film for casual moviegoers. It is not even a film for all horror fanatics. It’s one of Romero’s most difficult films to classify, as it walks the line between drama and thriller without fully committing to any one genre. However, it is a very good movie that has finally received the release that it deserves.”2
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Lucid dreaming, the ability to control your dreams, may offer therapeutic benefits by allowing individuals to rehearse actions or overcome threats during sleep.





The film begins with sequences featuring Joan’s bizarre dreams. They clearly show that she is feeling repressed and ignored in her marriage. How do our dreams help us process things in our day-to-day lives? Centuries ago, people believed that dreams were messages from beyond or divine intervention. Currently, many people use dream interpretation to understand their subconscious thoughts. What are the meanings of some of the most common dreams? If you dream that your teeth are falling out, it may mean you feel powerless in some part of your life. Dreaming that you’re in an out-of-control car could mean that you feel the same about another waking situation. Having a dream that  you’re falling is interpreted by some as a sign that you’re hanging on too tightly to something while flying is a way for your sleeping brain to celebrate being freed from a situation.3 In one dream, Joan sees her own reflection in a mirror, and she is gray haired and wrinkled. Even her friend Shirley (Anne Muffly) brings up her age later and her resentment about it. Why do some people have a fear of getting older? A 2018 study by the Royal Society for Public Health found that millennials viewed aging very negatively and equated it with a decline in life. The study suggested ways to address societal ageism including combining young people and old people in the same facilities, promoting age diversity in the workplace, looking at representation of older people in the media, and to end using the term “anti-aging” in skin care products.4 When this worry about getting older starts to affect your well-being, it becomes a diagnosable condition called gerascophobia. Sufferers have frequent thoughts and anxiety about aging, it can trigger panic attacks, shortness of breath, sweating, and shaking.5 This condition can be treated with cognitive behavioral therapy, which can help retrain the brain how to think about aging.


Joan suffers from empty nest syndrome in the film. While not a clinical condition, it is a feeling of grief and loneliness that parents may feel when their children leave home for the first time.6


In the movie, Gregg (Raymond Laine) suggests that people can talk themselves into being sick or getting a heart attack. Is this possible? And how does excessive worry affect our bodies? The power of belief plays a  vital role in our overall well-being. Scientifically, the biochemistry of our bodies stems from our awareness. There are numerous examples in medicine of people’s bodies reacting to a belief like “psychosocial dwarfism, wherein children who feel and believe that they are unloved, translate the perceived lack of love into depleted levels of growth hormone, in contrast to the strongly held view that growth hormone is released according to a preprogrammed schedule coded into the individual’s genes!”7


This is directly related to the following scene when Gregg pretends to give Shirley marijuana. She starts acting high even though it’s just a cigarette. What is the science behind the placebo effect? Again, our beliefs can actually control our bodies. It is mediated by the release of neurotransmitters, which impacts certain areas of the brain, and mirrors the action of pharmaceuticals or other substances on human physiology. When Shirley believed she smoked a joint, her body reacted accordingly. In 1998, a study on sixteen antidepressants found that 25 percent of the effectiveness of the drugs was due to the specific action of the drug, 25 percent was due to spontaneous remission, and 50 percent was due to the placebo effect.8 Does this mean we should stop taking our antidepressants? No, but it proves that the mind and the power of belief are truly impressive.


Cannabis triggers the release of dopamine in the brain, triggering feelings of euphoria.9


Joan accuses Gregg of being an egomaniac. What is this condition? It’s a preoccupation with one’s self, which may manifest in delusions of greatness. Egomania isn’t considered a personality disorder but it is considered abnormal. Egomaniacs tend to be aggressive, vengeful, and will  diminish others while lifting themselves up. They tend to lack empathy and have a sense of entitlement when it comes to their worldview. What makes people egomaniacs? The theories are split. Some experts believe it comes from a lack of love as a child, so they create their own worth by becoming self-absorbed. Others believe it stems from being overly spoiled. Regardless of how it begins, egomania can be treated through therapy if the individual is open to it.


Nikki (Joedda McClain) runs away after her mother hears her having sex in the next room. What are the statistics about teen runaways? According to the National Runaway Safeline, between 1.6–2.8 million youth run away each year in the United States.10 Nearly half report that they ran away due to problems with their parents and may also be suffering from other issues including depression, substance abuse, or oppositional defiant disorder. Symptoms of this disorder include losing their temper often, being easily annoyed, resentful, and angry, arguing with authority figures often, and defying rules.11 Surprisingly, 99 percent of teen runaways decide to return home, just like Nikki in Season of the Witch.


Joan and Gregg end up sleeping together and Gregg calls Joan “Mrs. Robinson” in reference to The Graduate (1967). How common are relationships between older women with younger men? The feminist movement of the 1960s is said to be a contributing factor in older women dating younger men. In fact, according to a recent AARP survey of 3,500 older singles, 34 percent of women in the forty to sixty-nine age group date younger men. And 14 percent of women ages fifty to fifty-nine say they prefer dating men in their forties or younger.12 Sex drive may also contribute to this trend, as women reach their peak when older and men hit theirs when younger.


Joan eventually ends up accidentally shooting her husband after he unexpectedly comes home early from a business trip. Did becoming a witch help Joan accomplish everything she wanted? Perhaps. She got rid of her controlling husband, she felt powerful and beautiful, and seemed to have gained confidence. Was it witchcraft or the belief in herself? The viewer is left to decide. Critic Ruairi McCann explains:


And though witchcraft may provide for Joan a way out, it also might ferment in her a new prison. Or an old one. And anxiety  heightened and alive in Romero’s filmmaking. Which on this occasion can be rough, but what makes it fitting is that it treats witchcraft as an underground activity. An improvisation against the unconsciously monolithic social structures that Romero will subvert time and time again.13


“In 2018, accidental gun deaths accounted for 1 percent (458) of total gun-related deaths (39,740) in the United States.”14
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“Florence and Hafdahl have done it again! No toil and trouble here. They cast an enchanting and
page-turning spell on their readers.” —PAUL MCGUIRE GRIMES, film critic
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