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      “The Witches’ Ointment is, remarkably, the first full-length treatment of a topic that is central to our understanding of European witchcraft. Did the witches use psychoactive substances or not? This has long been debated but often on the basis of prejudice or inadequate information. We are fortunate that Hatsis has written an authoritative account, drawing deeply on primary sources and pursuing original lines of thought. Entertaining and highly readable, this book seems destined to be the definitive work on the subject. No doubt it will inspire others to see the witch cult in a new light. Highly recommended to all those who are interested in witchcraft, the history of drugs, and the more unusual byways of culture. A fascinating book.”

      RICHARD RUDGLEY, AUTHOR OF
PAGAN RESURRECTION AND THE ENCYCLOPEDIA OF 
PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES

      “This wonderful book brews up a heady potion of folk herbs and psychedelics to intoxicate the conspiracy theorists and passionate disbelievers alike. With his objectivity and beautiful writing, Hatsis shines a light on the destructive Christocentric misogyny of the medieval world, whose holistic pagan medicine was certainly no more diabolical than our own modern Pharma Industry.”

      BEN SESSA, MBBS, MRCPSYCH, AUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC RENAISSANCE

      “Tales of witches and toads, broomsticks and belladonna—documented herein are the exotic herbal potions and demonic flights of fancy that terrified and confounded the religious authorities of the Middle Ages. Exquisitely written and meticulously researched, Hatsis clears the supernatural mists of yore and roots out the various psychoactive agents lying at the heart of European witchcraft. A remarkably informative and wholly compelling read!”

      SIMON G. POWELL, AUTHOR OF MAGIC MUSHROOM EXPLORER AND THE PSILOCYBIN 
SOLUTION

      “In this remarkable book, Thomas Hatsis reveals the hidden truth behind history’s most legendary ointments—the medieval bewitching potions—that supposedly lubricated broomsticks and fueled extracorporeal mystical journeys and hallucinogenic night flights, setting the stage for strange entity encounters and unholy copulations, animal transformations, and miraculous healings as well as diabolical poisonings, dangerous delusional deceptions, and harmful “black magic.” In this impeccably researched and compulsively readable volume, Hatsis recovers the lost history of these magical medicinal brews and psychoactive formulas that have been hidden for centuries and hinted at in the mythic portrayal of witchcraft and sorcery. Hatsis’s scholarly research shines an illuminating spotlight on what is actually known about these visionary (and sometimes deadly) herbal mixes, and he expertly blends his meticulous studies with keen intuition in this uniquely envisioned volume, overflowing with rare historical treasures and fascinating speculations as well as the secret psychedelic ingredients for re-creating the legendary ointments. This book will appeal to anyone interested in herbal folk remedies, entheogenic medicine, the relationship between alchemy and science, and how heretical notions of healing influenced Western religious systems and modern medicine. A few words of caution: history compels you to use this book wisely or you may get burned at the stake!”

      DAVID JAY BROWN, AUTHOR OF THE NEW SCIENCE OF PSYCHEDELICS AND FRONTIERS OF PSYCHEDELIC CONSCIOUSNESS

    

  
    
      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

      No book is written by one person, and this book is no exception. The following people have been instrumental in helping me complete this work:

      Mom, I am all out of words at this point, and I only hope you find them within these pages, saying “thank you” every time a sentence makes you proud of the writer I have become; El Dad, for teaching me the value of education; Stuart Eisbruck, your legal advice has been both appreciated and edifying; Nini and Thomas Humphrey, for your belief in me and help with last-minute research funding for this work—γιαγιά, for always knowing how to make me smile on the cloudiest of days; Edward Bever, your research advice and tremendous insight into the field of early modern period witchcraft has been invaluable—this book would not be in the shape it’s in without your help; Jack Zevin, for the research experience; Simon G. Powell, for your help in getting it all published; the women and men of the WFTDA (Women’s Flat Track Roller Derby Association) and MRDA (Men’s Roller Derby Association) for keeping me sane (and kinda driving me crazy); and my publisher, Park Street Press, for giving me the chance.

      The following people assisted with translations; they are included in citations where appropriate throughout this book, but I would like to thank them here more formally. Carl A. P. Ruck: while we part company in some areas, I appreciate your contributions to this field. I hope you like this one. Elizabeth Timpone: you have been a friend to me for as long as I can remember; thank you for your help with the French. Marie Phillips: who would have thought a banana would need a place to crash in Oxford to conduct research at the Bodleian? Such is derby. Thank you for your French translations, food, hospitality, kindness, and invaluable crash space. Peter Conolly-Smith: for teaching me how to write history. Thank you also to Gerhild Williams and Hannelore Spence for your advice and German translations. Also, a big thank you to Kayla Wing for her last-minute help with German translations as well. See you on the track, friend.

    

  
    
       

      
        You’re not writing this for the guy who’s in the office next to you, you’re writing this for your mother.
      

      BART EHRMAN

(COMMENTING ON

THE NATURE OF ACADEMIC WORKS)

       

      
        [image: image]
      

      για τη μαμά

    

  
    
      FOREWORD

      At the conclusion of the formal session titled “Cognition and Magic,” held at the 2011 Congress of Medieval Studies, informal discussions began, as commonly happens. While I spoke with different people interested in points I had raised in my paper, one of the conference participants came up to me and introduced himself: Thomas Hatsis. He explained excitedly that he was doing research into witches’ ointments that he thought I would be interested in and invited me to hear his paper during the next round of sessions. I took him up on the invitation and was glad I did. His talk impressed me with its combination of openness and rigor, knowledge of the sources and originality of thought, sophisticated understanding of the established authorities in the field and sophisticated critique of the same. We stayed in touch over the next few years as he researched and wrote and gradually transformed that twenty-minute presentation into this book.

      As I watched this transformation I was particularly struck by three things. First of all, Tom was not enrolled in a doctoral program, yet he stuck with this project over the course of years, displaying remarkable perseverance in expanding, deepening, and refining it without the pressures, incentives, or support of a faculty position. His is a labor of love, of passion. Secondly, while Tom writes in an engaging, accessible style, he adheres to rigorous scholarly standards. His discussion is based on an extensive use of primary as well as secondary sources; it pays close attention to detail, context, and interconnections, and it displays a judicious regard for the evidence in drawing conclusions. Third, through his perseverance, rigor, and insight, Tom has produced an important and substantial contribution to the field, one that promises to change the terms of the debate about witches’ ointments and their role in early modern period*1 witch beliefs.

      How so? In a nutshell, this book develops an extended and nuanced discussion of the place of psychoactive potions and ointments in the coalescing beliefs about ancient magic and deviance—folktales concerning mystical travels at night and animal metamorphosis, scholastic polarization of the world between God and the devil, the campaign against heresy, medieval medical pharmacopeia, magical healing, malicious poisonings, and village sorcery—into the prevailing myth of diabolical witchcraft fueled by noxious ointments that transported witches from their daily lives to Satan’s Sabbats. By placing the psychoactive agents associated with witches’ ointments in this context, including popular magic, poisoning, magical healing, and particularly the medieval medical pharmacopeia, Hatsis shows that far from being exotic substances removed from the mainstream of everyday life during the early modern period, psychoactive plants and the potions and ointments derived from them were employed in a wide variety of ways, as medicines, sleeping potions, poisons, magical objects worn as amulets (rather than consumed), and adulterants to enhance the effects of beer and wine. The use of them to induce magical and mystical experiences did not require a radical break with normal routines and practices, but instead could be a seamless extension of them. Hatsis thus makes a strong case that, as he argues in his conclusion, “while there wasn’t really a witches’ ointment, there was a variety of mystifying mixtures . . . that involved psyche-magical visionary experiences” employed by a small but significant minority of people in medieval and early modern society. Neither a baseless invention of the demonologists, as skeptics have argued, nor a common or organized religious practice, as romantics have claimed, the use of hallucinogens was a foundation in the reality of associated witch beliefs. Furthermore, and far more importantly, it was a component of popular magical practices, as Hatsis says, “the true breadth and nature of which remains unknown today.” The issue is no longer did such substances exist and were they used? It is now how were they used, by whom, how extensively, for what purposes, and to what effect?

      EDWARD BEVER, PH.D.

PROFESSOR OF HISTORY

STATE UNIVERSITY OF NEW 
YORK

COLLEGE AT OLD WESTBURY

    

  
    
      PREFACE

      This book began in 2007. I was living in Milan, Italy, finishing up my master’s thesis, “starving hysterical naked” (to quote poet Allen Ginsburg) and desperately trying to learn the Italian language so I could talk to the cute Bolognese girl living three doors down. My thesis focused on the 1950s, when LSD was not the horror drug it has become known as today. Rather, it was then considered a wonder drug that promised to usher in new understandings of the human (and animal) mind. In those days one could speak of psychedelics without making the listener cringe. The term psychedelic itself was not a colloquialism but an esoteric word of intellectuals. The study of psychedelics and the mental states they occasion was going to be just another academic pursuit—a class to fulfill an undergraduate math major’s humanities requirement.

      Like any student interested in learning psychedelic history and culture, I had lived much of my life believing that drugs like LSD had just appeared in the 1960s, causing a bunch of people to tune in, turn on, and drop out, before the drugs were quickly made illegal. While writing my undergraduate thesis, a biography of Timothy Leary, I discovered that there was an earlier era of psychedelic drug use in Western culture, before the 1960s. My later master’s thesis focused on that much richer history of LSD, which lasted roughly a decade (known historically as the “fabulous fifties”), when a new and exciting experimental drug, LSD, reached American shores and promised relief for a variety of mental disorders. I wondered: if the Western psychedelic experience goes back even a decade before I once believed it did, could it possibly go back even further?

      While writing my Timothy Leary thesis, a friend let me borrow*2 Richard Rudgley’s The Alchemy of Culture, a survey, as the subtitle indicates, of “intoxicants in culture,” wherein the author mentions a “witches’ ointment” over a few pages. I found the idea intriguing but limited, as these early modern period ointments had little to do with my 1960s focus. What the book did accomplish for me, however, was to open a door—a door that led to a history of the psychedelic experience in the West before the 1960s. Reading Leary’s work for my thesis, I was aware that psychedelic visionary experiences had existed and played a role in cultures around the world, throughout history. But even Leary himself had lamented that the West held no history of psychedelia, which is exactly why he appropriated the Tibetan Book of the Dead, to which he wed his ideas about psychedelics.

      But there had been Richard Rudgley’s The Alchemy of Culture, which seemed firm in its assertion that some kind of “hallucinatory experience induced by intoxicants in the ointments” existed during the early modern period. I decided to check his sources and came across Michael Harner’s groundbreaking article about witches’ ointments in Hallucinogens and Shamanism (1973). The article, though both scholarly and enthralling, wasn’t enough; I wanted to know more. I scoured bookstores and libraries looking for a full-length volume about the legendary witches’ ointment. There was none. I spent the next five years collecting facsimiles of Latin manuscripts, translating them and looking for the historical truth, if any, of the early modern period psychedelic experience (used here anachronistically) in the form of a witches’ ointment.

      What I found, however, was not one use but a variety of practices, some malefic, others possibly entheogenic,*3 and still others purely recreational. I call these phenomena psyche-magical experiences. When Saskatchewan psychiatrist Humphrey Osmond first coined the term psychedelic, he meant it as nothing more than “mind manifesting.” Think, therefore, of psyche-magical as “mind manifesting to gain the ability to manipulate, communicate with, or otherwise experience a supernatural world.”

      I am all too aware that I am stuck with twenty-first–century terminology to describe an experience for which there is little recorded history. Words like vision, ecstasy, etc., are used throughout this work in a limited sense to mean psyche-magical. Furthermore, words like drug, psychoactive, hallucinogen, and the like will also be used interchangeably. They are meant to carry neither positive nor negative associations; consider these words neutral, unless otherwise specified.

      I am in no way reducing medieval and early modern period magic to drug use. I merely aim to show first how these drugs fit in with the broader system of magic, and second, how the early modern church demonized the experiences people had while using these drugs. The picture is complicated, the road winding, the record incomplete, but clues do exist, which can at the very least lead us in the right direction.

      These kinds of experiences crop up every now and then in the historical record, from the chills of Siberia to the jungles of Mesoamerica and throughout the rest of the world. Sometimes they are accepted by the society in which they occur, other times condemned. The following pages demonstrate how some Western ecclesiastical writers demonized the psyche-magical experiences produced by drugs as the “witches’ ointment” of the early modern period.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      A woman, alone at night, pulls an ointment jar from a chest hidden beneath her bed. Opening the container, she scoops a handful of the foul-smelling goop—the witches’ ointment, lamiarum unguenta—into her palm. She turns to an ordinary broom in the shadows of the corner, the kind that her neighbors foolishly believe has no other use than that of sweeping—maybe killing a mouse or two. At present, this woman intends to do neither. Grasping the besom, she smears the long wooden handle with her witches’ ointment, destroying the freshly woven spiderwebs that now trail her fingertips. Straddling the oily broomstick, she is instantly lifted out the window into the ethers to join scores of other women who have similarly anointed implements, soaring alongside demons that fill out the aerial entourage. As they glide over rooftops and clouds, dotting the moon in their wake, all are careful not to mention the name of God or Christ lest they plunge to their deaths. They are traveling to a faraway meadow leagues beyond the watchful eyes of the clergy and their neighbors where they will join others already assembled, reveling and worshipping Satan: the Sabbat. Should any newcomer wish to join Satan’s congregation she must pay homage to him by renouncing her Christian faith and trampling a large cross conveniently placed before her feet. Finally, she must solidify her devotion by planting the obscene kiss, the osculum infame, on the Devil’s derriere. Now a full member of the sect, she will join the others in a fine banquet of murdered child’s flesh. They will feast heartily only to discover that the food lacks all taste and oddly leaves the diners still hungry. Afterward, she will engage in such wicked debauches as dancing backward and fornicating with demons.

      Satan had conspired to rule the world and conscripted gullible witches to help carry out his nefarious plans. He would eventually send his flock away, but not before instructing them in the malefic arts (maleficia, or “evil magic”), which include preparing ointments and potions from the remains of dead children. These mixtures could be used to inflict harm or death on the populace, raise storms and disease, and stir hatred among pious Christians.
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      The above, more or less, is what some demonologists believed witches practiced during the height of the witch trials, ca. 1550–1650, when tens of thousands of women and men burned at the stake for their supposed diabolical crimes. Scholars largely agree that the Sabbat first appeard in Europe in the texts of ecclesiastics writing in the 1430s. The witches’ Sabbat was a composite idea fueled by the literate class’s appropriation and redefinitions of numerous templates. Indeed, all of these acts associated with the Sabbat—night flying, demonic congregation, satanic worship, wild orgies, cannibalism, and celestial insurgency—were quite separate ideas at one time, derived from folklore, ecclesiastical ideas regarding heresy, and common ideas about magic and demonology that had been developing over the preceding centuries.

      These components were tampered with and eventually amalgamated into the image of the diabolical witch performing her maleficia within a larger witch cult. One of these offenses, though, was a newcomer to the stereotype of the witch. While all those other ideas such as night flight, cannibalism, demonic orgies, etc., evolved between the eleventh through the fifteenth centuries, the notion of an ointment used to enable flying through the air started to appear in the written record only around the early fifteenth century, on the cusp of theocrats’ formulation of the witch stereotype.

      Witches’ ointments were magical drug pastes, ointments, and oils that women and men were said to smear over their bodies, and later, over “flying” vehicles such as brooms and rakes. Those thus anointed would then fall into a deep sleep, a soporatum,1 experience fantastic visions, and upon waking, claim to have traveled great distances and copulated with others.2 Contemporary reports have led some modern scholars to theorize that the so-called witches’ ointments contained soporific, hallucinogenic, or otherwise psychotropic ingredients mostly culled from the Solanaceae family of plants, and that the effects of these drugs were the cause of such bizarre delusions.3 This theory is not without evidence; most historians of medieval European magic agree that several kinds of medical folk magic existed and were practiced by low-status women and men.4 There is little doubt that this folk magic involved the use of plants and herbs in remedies and potions.5 Mostly when ointments and potions are mentioned in trial records of this time, they are used to heal, cause insanity, and incite love in humans, or to harm or cause death in people or animals.6 A scholarly yet romantic subgroup within this milieu holds that the ointments did exist, they had an unbroken link to antiquity, and they were smeared on brooms and inserted into the vagina or rectum, thus inaugurating our modern idea of witches “riding” on brooms.7 This theory is rejected by others who believe that the ointments were a “product of either harmless folklore or demonological theory . . . not effective mind-altering substances.”8 These skeptics maintain that during the period when the witch stereotype first began to crystalize, clergymen, lawyers, inquisitors, demonologists, and other members of the learned class fabricated their own fantasies about witchcraft, attaching diabolical implications to otherwise harmless folk practices. To the modern skeptics, the witches’ ointment bubbled up not from any crone’s cauldron but from the vivid imaginations of the priestly class and its long-held traditions concerning apostasy.

      While some of the medieval witch trials certainly originated in this manner,*4 and those charged with witchcraft, once charged with other witch-related crimes, were often compelled to confess to having attended Sabbats after being arrested for practicing magic, there is previously overlooked evidence indicating that the witches’ ointment, like other aspects of the witch stereotype, had a foundation in real folk sorcery, i.e., intentional drug use. There is reluctance by some to consider the possibility that a few of these potions were vended for private use to clients specifically for their psychotropic effects. The argument is made in several ways, but can be summed up as follows: “The earliest recipes [of witches’ ointments] . . . consist not of narcotics, but of . . . disagreeable but nontoxic substances.”9 But the evidence suggests otherwise.
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      While all magic may seem like the same clatter to us today, to those living in Western Europe during the early modern period, defining what constituted magic was not so simple. Although trial dossiers of the time are terse on the modes of folk magic and often “specify neither means nor ends,”10 we can nonetheless get a taste of local magic by the practices that inquisitors and others of the literate class documented. Some of these arts involved weather magic, lot casting, invocation, image magic, medical magic, murder through magical means, poison magic (veneficia†5), and love magic.

      Of these latter two categories, further breakdowns are possible: some kinds of love magic were “sympathetic” in nature—saying certain words while winding the shirt of the person the lovelorn person hoped to gain affection from was one technique;11 placement of magical objects in proximity to the target was another method. Other forms of veneficia specifically dealt with ingesting poisons and elixirs of various types, the contents of which comprise the present study.12 Veneficia also included truly spiteful poisonings, in which the ultimate outcome was indeed surreptitious homicide. A modern historian put it this way: “A veneficus . . . is not ‘a witch,’ since the latter may include the former but the former does not necessarily imply the latter.”13

      This is the story of how veneficia of the sorcery kind (i.e., not just homicidal poisoning) got swept up into the witch stereotype and thereby became a tool of diabolical witchcraft in the opinions of church authorities. It is the story of an early medieval canonical belief, outlined in the famous Canon Episcopi (or Capitulum Episcopi), a certain passage found in medieval canon law that was debated and readapted by theologians over time. By the beginning of the early modern period this process had transformed local forms of witchcraft into a new heresy. It is also the story of how the Canon’s original condemnation of a specific folk belief once found dubious—that of night riding with ancient goddesses—was reinterpreted by theologians centuries later to prove that witches really did exist. It is the story of folk magic and the knowledge of the poisons some people used to practice those arts and rites. Finally, it is the story of how, within this theological redefinition of the witch in the early fifteenth century, the witches’ ointment was used to explain how witches flew to the Sabbat.

      An Internet search of witches’ ointments will draw nearly one million hits. The validity of the information available is at best questionable; however, the zealousness of the writers is without question. While some academics, both conservative and romantic, can be praised for their contributions to the field, shoddy research from some conspiracy writers has led some academics to reject the possible reality of these magical ointments, and for good reason—most of this “history” by the conspiracy theorists is critically and contextually inadequate.14 Nonetheless, wholly denying the existence of the psyche-magical experience during the early modern period in Western Europe, as I discovered, is merely zealotry of a different kind. Modern-day skeptics have predispositions that are obvious;15 their reasons for this skepticism, however, remain debatable.

      For now, let us suspend all partiality and start the investigation anew. Let’s reject feeble proclamations and focus on the best evidence; let’s put that evidence into historical context. Let’s shine a light into dark torture rooms, eavesdrop on the fireside lore of the superstitious, aid a village sorceress as she casts her spells, congregate with heretics gathered under cover of night, delve into the minds of fanatical inquisitors, stand in magic circles with necromancers, and see what reality, if any, exists surrounding the lore of the enchanting witches’ ointment.

    

  
    
      1

      HELEN’S TEARS

       

      
        
          They have mingled herbs and words which are not without harmful intention.
        
      

      VIRGIL

      
        
          Can a chemical substance be given instructions?
        
      

      QUINTILIAN

      
        A SIMPLE SORCERER

        Catarina’s eighteen-mile journey north through the Italian countryside, from Pieve to Ripabianca, proved arduous indeed. In the early fifteenth century, even short-distance travel was fraught with perils of both the natural and the supernatural kind. Land maps—rare, expensive, and largely reserved for magistrates—often included geographical errors left uncorrected since the days of ancient Greece.1 Crude roads might lead Catarina into a forest but held no promise of leading her out again; bandits lay ready and waiting, temporarily unpeeling themselves from the precarious backdrop of night to rob, rape, and kill any unfortunate passersby. Even if Catarina managed to evade such assailants, she might not so easily slip by the wild animals that also prowled the forests; and certainly not the insects. There were also the supernatural dangers: ghosts, fairies, elves, kobolds, to say nothing of the fabled Italian “landladies conversant with the evil arts,” who turned people into horses, asses, and cows for use as temporary laborers.2 Finally, Catarina also had to contend with the demons that haunted the very air she breathed.3
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        These, then, were some of the threats Catarina faced on her way to see Matteuccia di Francesco, a “simple sorcerer and herbal healer” of Ripabianca whose renowned magical skills attracted clients from far and wide.4 Yet the hardships Catarina endured on her journey seemed trivial compared to the punishment that awaited her if she failed. She needed an abortifacient; a pregnancy courtesy of a priest in Pieve with whom she was romantically involved could have had them both ostracized. To avoid igniting a scandal, Catarina undertook the hazardous trip to see Matteuccia. The sorceress’s help, apparently, was worth the trouble. She arrived in Ripabianca, found Matteuccia, and followed her instructions precisely: burn a female mule hoof to ash, mix with wine, drink the concoction, and recite the words, “I take you in the name of the sin and of the Great Demon, that it might never stick.”*6 5 Presumably closing the spell with the words “never stick” would cause any pregnancy to miscarry.

        Journeys like Catarina’s were not an infrequent occurrence at the dawn of the early modern period. Fifteenth century common folk had at least three good reasons to seek out vetulas expertissimas, “highly expert old women,” rather than professional physicians for their medical needs.6 First, consulting the former was in many cases just as good as visiting the latter, as official credentials offered little guarantee of quality service to the infirm. One contemporary, the Italian druggist Saladin d’Ascoli, writing around 1488 warned his readers that “the ignorance and unskilfulness [sic] of spice-dealers is wont very often to lead the most famous doctors and the most learned physicians to infamy and lose [sic].”7 And the situation does not seem to have improved by the following century.8 A second (and probably the usual) reason for a lower-class person to eschew a university-trained physician for a local specialist was, above all, fiscal pragmatism: most people couldn’t afford to pay the fee of an expert. Finally, if a client demanded secret treatment to avoid public scandal (as in Catarina’s case), she or he often consulted vetulas expertissimas like Matteuccia, who kept knowledge of spells, incantations, amulet-making, and veneficia.

        The venecopeia of such magicians included natural diuretics, purgatives, and psychoactives. The veneficae—the practitioners of veneficia—harbored knowledge of plants and poisons, understood the differences between medicinal and fatal doses, and conjoined them with other magical practices. Consequently, a mistake in dosage or an unwelcome outcome by the sorcerer’s client could result in a witchcraft accusation.9
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        When fourth-century BCE Athenian law orator and statesman Demosthenes wrote his deposition against the Lemnian witch Theôris, he was composing one of the earliest references to drugs in conjunction with incantations—a wedding of terms that would later mean “magic” in Latin prose.10 Demosthenes was among the first to use the Grecian name for those mixers of chants and poisons, pharmakis (from which our word pharmacist derives), when he ordered the death of Theôris: “The reason for [her trial],” Demosthenes explains, “was her drugs [pharmaka],” which she used to either drive people mad or cure their ailments.11 Although Plato’s earlier meaning for pharmakeia included decidedly nonpoisonous magical arts—the use of puppets, for example—this would change shortly after his death in ca. 347 BCE. The term pharmakis would become the customary word for “wise woman” or “witch” until its replacement by the later Latinized venefica.12

        Plutarch called Theôris a “priestess” (hiereia)13; yet come the Middle Ages most other informal lay healers/poisoners existed in a lower-class social stratum alongside local diviners, seers, amulet dealers, and jugglers. Sometimes several of these skills overlapped in a single person. Indeed, a diviner might possess knowledge of veneficia; and a venefica might prophesy as well as poison—there was no telling what kind of odd skills a local magician might possess.14 Proximity to forests, herbal knowledge passed down for generations, experience gained through trial and error—any number of sources contributed to the formulas of the venefica.15 As early as the first century CE, Pliny the Elder mentioned such people in his Natural History, a compendium covering such diverse topics as astronomy, botany, geography, zoology, and “the entire scope of pharmacy in the classical world.”16 Many herbs remained unknown, he wrote, because “only illiterate country folk try them out, for they indeed are the only ones who live among them.”17 He cites the abundance of educated doctors as the reason most people living in urban areas remained ignorant of folk herbs. Three centuries later, St. Augustine gave an early and general caution as to the drugs of these country folk, spread about by Christians seeking magical medicines:

        A man has a pain in his head. A neighbor male or female will say to you, [“]There is an enchanter here, there is a healer here, and a wizard somewhere.[”] You say, “I am a Christian, it is not lawful for me.” And if he says to you, “Why? Am I not Christian?” You should say, “But I am one of the faithful.” And he will answer, “I too have been baptized.” . . . [Enchanters and healers] lead astray by bindings, by precantationes, by devices of the Enemy, [and] mix with their precantationes the Name of Christ; because they are now able to lead Christians astray so as to give them a poison, they add a little honey, so that that which is bitter may be hidden by the sweet and the draught may be drunk to their destruction.18

        Centuries earlier, famed physician Dioscorides warned of this practice in Liber de venenis: “[Poisoners] remove the bitterness [of poisons] by adding something sweet. They also mix poisons with drugs and put them in drinks and meals.”19

        Veneficae held no degrees or certifications, attended no meetings, and gave no lectures detailing the secrets of their arts. They were acknowledged as medicine women and men only by their clients.20 They had no extensive cultic connection that bound them together, though they did know, learn from, and teach one another these arts, and thus carried knowledge of psychotropic, medicinal, and poisonous herbs, roots, and animals from antiquity through even the darkest of ages and into the Renaissance.21 The presence of veneficae is firmly established in medieval law codes and penitentials, which confirm their knowledge of the effects of poisons and drugs centuries before the early modern period and the formulation of the witch stereotype; the witch stereotype that placed an ever-expanding emphasis on the devil’s role in sorcery, linking folklore to heresy; the witch stereotype that was unfolding right around the time that Matteuccia was openly practicing her craft.
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        And so she had to die.

        For years, the secular courts of Ripabianca tolerated Matteuccia’s activities, allowing her to mix her elixirs, cast her spells, and spew her incantations. But a pact with Satan? That was too much for Lorenzo de’ Surdi, captain and protector of the peace of the city of Rome, who ordered Matteuccia burned lest her blasphemies further deceive pious Christians. Her transition from tolerated sorceress to demonic witch is outlined by Novello Scudieri, notary and secretary for witchcraft in Todi, who recorded her as living as “a citizen in conformity of the statutes of the commune of Todi” while dichotomously cultivating an “evil life and reputation.”22

        Nearly all societies had “informal healers,” those who used magic, folklore, and medicinal flora and fauna to “heal” what ailed their clients.23 Todi was no exception. Matteuccia was not a social outcast spurned by her neighbors for her magical practices but was rather a famous sorceress, specializing in love magic, who served many people. Unfortunately, it was becoming apparent in Europe at this time that those with a stake in magic would sooner or later find themselves tied to one. A transition was taking place; the sorcery and superstitious remedies used by medicine women and men that had in the past largely been disregarded by authorities was looking ever more demonic to judges, lawyers, lay magistrates, and of course, theologians and demonologists. Matteuccia was but one of many folk sorceresses who represent a way for us to understand that tectonic shift.
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        Until the late eighteenth century, religion and magic were intimately tied to medicine.24 Because much medicine had found a home in the monasteries, local healers represented a “magical competition” to the arts of medical clergymen, who castigated the lay healers’ cures as satanically inspired.25 Restraints on such magical-medicinal arts varied in time and place. Many times those variations depended on gender; other times they did not. While women did not necessarily outnumber men as healers, they were certainly viewed askance by the more misogynistic members of their community. In England in the fourteenth century, for example, physicians successfully lobbied to legally ban uneducated male physicians and all women (educated or not) from medical practice,26 while in other areas some women attended universities (although the practice was uncommon). Alessandra Giliani (ca. 1307–1326 CE), the first woman to be recorded in historical documents as practicing anatomy (which today would be called pathology), studied surgery under Mondino de Luzzi, the “restorer of anatomy,” at the University of Bologna during the early fourteenth century. Not only was she an adept anatomist, she was also a clever chemist who devised a system of dyeing veins with “liquid of a suitable color” so as to not only make them “so perfectly presented in their own natural colors, but also to keep the veins from spoiling.” Due to conditions of life in those days Alessandra didn’t live to see her twentieth birthday, dying at age nineteen. Her methods, however, advanced by de Luzzi, achieved “great praise, fame and esteem everywhere.”27 Though women like Alessandra can-not be considered the norm, chroniclers in Paris recorded toward the end of the thirteenth century that nine female doctors (five surgeons, two barber-surgeons, and two midwives) lived in that city. This trend was not to last, however, and by the beginning of the following century educated physicians worked diligently to overturn such privileges.*7 28 In Italy, where women benefited from the legal right to practice medicine, Matteuccia honed her craft while enjoying the insouciance of immunity.
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        That was until a fiery preacher, Bernardino of Siena, whom future generations would know as “the Apostle of Italy,” arrived in Todi during the winter of 1426. Bernardino’s travels throughout Italy brought him into contact with thousands of people. Some embraced him while others spurned him. Indeed, when Bernardino preached, pious but penniless admirers stood beside equally penniless critics—a situation that caused obvious problems. Once, after reading a sermon before a large crowd, an audience member slapped him; two assassination plots against him were thwarted.

        City officials tolerated his presence largely for two reasons: first, in the centuries before the printing press, preachers played a crucial role as information distributors;29 and second, Bernardino brought tourist business to cities and towns. Despite the clamor his visits caused, civil authorities often exhausted any resource to get a good preacher to deliver sermons in the public square. And it’s easy to understand why: one of Bernardino’s visits to Siena brought 30,000 florins in tourist money to that city.30

        Notary and Secretary for Witchcraft in Todi, Novello Scudieri, records the kind of career a successful sorceress might have enjoyed during the early fifteenth century, and allows us to peek into some of the forms of superstition that haunted quotidian life. Among many other charges that Scudieri records, Matteuccia was accused of various kinds of love magic. Once when a young man complained to her that he was in love with a girl set to wed another man, Matteuccia told him to burn a candle at a certain crossroads during the time of the wedding. He was further to recite these words to the melting wax: “As this candle bends in this heat, so may bridegroom and bride never be united in love.”31

        But folk traditions didn’t rely solely on wax and wistful wishing. Matteuccia also possessed knowledge of plants and herbs—the very veneficia she employed in several of her pocula amatoria, or love potions.

      

      
        QUINTILIAN’S QUESTION

        Otherwise known as a love philter, a poculum amatoria (literally “love cup”) was both a stupefacient and an exciter that “impair[ed] the senses and stirs within . . . apparitions and frenzied loves.”32 Sometimes the potion caused such delirium that the user died carelessly by her or his own hands. Poliziano, a flamboyant fifteenth-century Florentine professor, recalled a man “who drank the philters, and straightaway fell upon his sword in a madness. . . . [He] had totally lost his mind.”33 Concocted of various plants, herbs, and roots (sometimes psychoactive, sometimes not), body hairs, menstrual blood, breast milk, and animal parts, pocula amatoria had been employed for centuries to “lull all pain and anger, and bring forgetfulness of every sorrow,” as Helen of Troy famously lamented in Homer’s Odyssey.34 It was said, after all, that the first psychoactive plants sprouted from the very spot where Helen’s tears fell to the soil.

        Ancient Greeks and Romans had an assortment of uses for these plant poisons and root intoxicants, yet used the terms venenum (poison) and veneficia (poison magic, a term synonymous with Demosthenes’ pharmakis) interchangeably, indicating one viewpoint on two different drug practices. What mattered was the practitioner’s intent. For instance, a Grecian woman gave a man a love philter, the power of which was so strong that he died. However, the Areopagus, the Athenian High Court of Appeals (for civil law), acquitted her on the grounds that she “had given [the deceased] the philter out of love, but had failed in her purpose. So the homicide was clearly not intentional, because she had not given him the philter with the intention of doing away with him.”35 Some of these drugs, like mandrake and hemlock (which I will discuss in greater detail in chapter 4), are mentioned specifically in the 81 BCE law of the Roman general Sulla.36 Therefore, the confusion arises not because we are ignorant of the drugs used, but rather because classical authors used the word venenum in conjunction with a spectrum of drug effects: fatal poisoning, sleep inducing, madness causing, love stimulating, magic making, and medicating (recall that Theôris’s pharmaka could cure, drive insane, or kill). The Lex Cornelia de Maiestate, a Roman law passed by Sulla during his dictatorship from 81 to 80 BCE, tried to categorize these diverse drug actions, but still furnishes us with only vague terminology (e.g., venenum mala, “bad poison,” and venenum bene, “good poison”), again reinforcing a concern with intent and indifference to the kind of drugs employed. The most likely explanation is that each incident was considered on a case-by-case basis and must have rested on one pertinent question regarding the definition of mala in the Lex Cornelia: “‘known beforehand to be poisonous,’ or ‘proved in the event to be poisonous.’”37 The drugs themselves were simply taken for granted. For years, pocula amatoria existed in this legal purgatory.

        The second-century Roman rhetorician Quintilian, recognizing this linguistic problem, resolved that if pocula amatoria or other potions caused illness, madness, death, or all three, the perpetrator should be charged with using venenum mala, bad poison, even if the drug’s intended use had been to use it as venenum bene, good poison. By this time intent mattered less, and was superseded by outcome.38 Quintilian also grants us an early association between veneficia and other magic in the form of a question: “Whether [magical crimes (carmina magorum) and poison magic (veneficia)] ought to be called by the same name?” He was concerned with how these crimes should be defined in the Lex Cornelia for purposes of punishment.39

        Also working off the Lex Cornelia, fifth-century emperor Marcian wrote two senatus consulta (texts emanating from the ancient Roman senate) dealing with drug punishments. The first chastised the use of fertility drugs taken by women in cases that led to her death. Intent aside, the offender should be punished, because the very act involved a “bad precedent.” The second dealt with general poisoners who “rashly dispense[d]” powerful and chancy drugs. Again, the shift here is away from intent, and instead the focus is on negligent use.40 Roman jurist Julius Paulus Prudentissimus, writing at the end of the third century CE, warns in book 5 of his Opinions of Julius Paulus, Addressed to his Son: “Persons who administer potions for the purpose of causing abortion (abortionis), or love philtres (pocula amatoria), even if they do not do so maliciously, still, because the act affords a bad example, shall if of inferior rank, be sentenced to the mines; if of superior rank, they shall be relegated to an island, after having been deprived of their property.” Death awaited the venefica whose customer died, malicious forethought or not.41 We meet the nascent stages of merging veneficia with sorcery in Paulus’s Opinions, for under the same section that deals with love philters he condemns those “who celebrate, or cause to be celebrated, impious or nocturnal rites, so as to enchant, bewitch, or bind anyone.” The penalty is severe: perpetrators were to be crucified or fed to wild beasts.42

        Centuries after Julius Paulus bequeathed such notions to his son, the association between psychoactive and otherwise poisonous plants and pocula amatoria hadn’t changed much; the only difference was that herbal drugs, as opposed to symbolic ingredients (e.g., hair, semen, nails), were specifically identified with the magical arts: for example, section 19 of the Salic law, an ancient Germanic law code ca. 500, is titled “Concerning Magic Philters or Poisoned Potions,” and places heavy fines on anyone who gives any “herbal potion” that causes injury or death.43

        Quintilian’s question had been answered.

      

      
        THE TRIAL OF MUMMOLUS

        And that answer damned Mummolus in the middle of the sixth century.

        Only Mummolus’s captors could hear him scream as the strappado hoisted his scarred body into the cold air of the torture room. For those unfamiliar with this device, the strappado involved binding a prisoner’s hands behind the back and attaching another rope to the wrists; the torturers would tug the rope through a pulley system, yanking the arms upward, dislocating the shoulders and tearing at the joints. It was an ingenious way of getting an unfortunate soul to confess to anything. Queen Fredegonda’s son Thierry was dead; someone—anyone—had to be held accountable.

        Given his loyal service to the crown as both a prefect and military general, Mummolus might have believed he was above suspicion. However, Fredegonda was “thoroughly barbaric in her genius,”44 and before Mummolus met the infamous torture device, a group of local Parisian sorceresses had already been brought in for questioning; none survived. Gregory of Tours, Gallo-Roman historian and bishop of Tours, recorded the witches’ gruesome end: “[Queen Fredegonda] caused some to be drowned and delivered others over to fire, and tied others to wheels [spread-eagle and beaten with mallets] until their bones were broken.”45 It was only just before some of these women met their unfortunate end that Mummolus’ name spilled from their lips, prompting his summons before the Inquisition.*8 While it is true that during his torture Mummolus confessed to obtaining “ointments and potions” from the women, it will serve us well to investigate why he was initially arraigned.
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        One night over dinner at a fellow high-ranking official’s house, the host confessed to Mummolus that some young boy he knew was dying of dysentery. Mummolus assured the official that he had “an herb at hand, a draught of which will soon cure a sufferer from dysentery no matter how desperate the case.” Somehow this information got relayed to Fredegonda, which infuriated her for reasons unspecified in the record. She brought in the unfortunate local sorceresses who, under torture, implicated Mummolus. Mummolus did not deny seeking these women for help but claimed it was not for maleficia or incantations, the actual charges brought against him. His only admission was that he “often received from these women ointments and potions to secure for him the favor of the king and queen.” While his intentions (whatever they were) might have been magical they certainly weren’t malefic. Perhaps Mummolus was trying to obtain some form of poculum amatoria for the royal family’s private enjoyment? Or maybe he intended to use these mixtures himself for some kind of magical purpose that would make him seem more attractive to the royal family? It would seem that Fredegonda used drug potions herself to manipulate subordinates. One story outlined by Gregory tells of Fredegonda urging two assassins to take a drug that would give them fearlessness in their task to kill Sigebert, Germanic king of Austrasia.46 Nevertheless, whatever the reason, Mummolus would not admit to any foul play on the part of Thierry’s death.

        Sadly, after the torturers loosened the rope suspending him, Mummolus, too, tried to alleviate the tension by asking his captors to let King Chilperic know that he had “no ill effect of the tortures inflicted.” Presumably, he meant that he felt no ill-will toward the king for trying to determine how his son had passed and accepted his abuse as a means to that end. However, Chilperic mistook this as proof that Mummolus hadn’t been harmed by the torture—a sure sign of the prefect’s magical powers.47 Mummolus was tied to the wheel and beaten mercilessly; torturers shoved wooden splints up his finger and toenails. Still, he confessed to nothing remotely evil, all the while speaking openly of elixirs that were obviously not wicked in nature, as there would have been no reason to continue the torture once he spoke of them. Eventually, Mummolus was released; Fredegonda seized all his possessions and banished him to his home city, Bordeaux, where he died shortly thereafter.

        Unfortunately, following Greek and Roman legal tradition, medieval records like Gregory of Tours’ account of Mummolus’s trial, which possibly points to poisons placed in potions, powders, or ointments, rarely mention specific drugs, which were of tertiary concern, coming after the practitioner’s intent and the victim’s outcome.
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        The laws of later centuries would fully adopt the standards of Quintilian’s answer. In the early ninth century, Egbert of Wessex made sure to include in his Penitential of Egbert a punishment for those women who used “witchcraft, and enchantment, and magical philters.”48 The Latin texts call this latter kind of magic veneficium”49; their Anglo-Saxon counterparts use the term unlibban,50 specifically connoting “something medicinal and potent, a harmful or powerful drug.”51 Egbert also distinguished penalties between those who dabbled in these poisons and those who accidentally killed with them. A decade before Egbert died, delegates attending the Council of Paris in 829 CE complained that alongside other “very dangerous evils” like astrology, divination, and dream analysis, certain persons were “capable of perverting the minds of others with the devil’s illusions [via] philters, drugged food, and phylacteries,” an early coupling of demonic deceptions with potent, mind-altering drugs.52 Around 1260, the Castilian king Alonzo the Wise (aka Alfonso X), in his Siete Partidas (Seven-Part Code), categorized those who employed “love herbs” (yerbas para enamoramiento), along with “soothsayers” (agoreros), “sorcerers” (sorteros), “diviners” (adevinos), “enchanters” (hechiceros), and “scoundrels” (truanes).53 Alonzo attributed the powers of love philters to herbs, not sympathetic magical accoutrements like hair, menstrual blood, animal entrails, or clothing scraps. The Sicilian king Frederick II (r. 1212–20) also made this connection between love potions and effective drugs in his Constitutions of Melfi, despite his skepticism of their ability to arouse love or hate (as opposed to madness and death): “Those who administer love potions, or noxious, illicit, or exorcized food for such purposes shall be put to death if the recipient loses his life or senses.” Even using ineffective potions ran the risk of a year in prison.54
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        The use of sorcery to achieve some form of ultimately selfish end seems to have been part of common life for Europeans during the early modern period. In some instances this sorcery involved spending what little money one had on potions and poisons. Indeed, in most towns there was some magician ready to take a person’s money in exchange for some form of supernatural help, whether by amulets, psyche-magical elixirs, or blessings.

        Matteuccia was such a vendor. Although many of her spells for lovesick persons involved drugless superstitions, buried in the trial dossiers are some curious remarks suggesting that the witch of Todi at times used drugs both as philters and as harmful poisons. For those who called on her for pocula amatoria, she instructed them to take an undocumented herb, “enchanted by her incantations,” and feed it to the person her customer hoped to attract.55 They were then to wash their hands and face with water and give the wash water to their quarry to drink. The incantations and the washings probably served as a means of symbolically reinforcing the magic, but it was the herb that gave the spell efficacy by giving the user an effect that she or he could feel physically.56 Although we do not know the name of the particular herb, it might have caused some form of inebriated psychic arousal—an aphrodisiac perhaps—the kind of venenum (poison) used in veneficium (poison magic) at the crux of Quintilian’s question. Matteuccia also instructed Giovanna of San Martino to sweeten with sugar a “certain reed,” wash her hands and feet in wine, and give the meal to her husband. The reed might have been the giant cane, Arundo donax, native to Italy, a plant that recent studies have shown to contain the tryptamines bufotenine and dimethyltryptamine (DMT).57

        However, not all of Matteuccia’s potions were supposed to arouse maddening passions. Other tonics were “mercenary” in nature and used by spurned lovers as magical tools of vengeance.58 One woman who lamented her husband’s abuse asked Matteuccia for a way “to make restitution for the numerous and great indignities he visited on her daily.” Matteuccia gave the woman the herb horsetail (Equisetum arvense) and told her to cook it with an egg and feed the mixture to her husband. We can infer that the woman took great pleasure in watching her husband walk around “deranged to the point of insanity for three days” after he ate the meal. It is written that Matteuccia sold this recipe to a “great and uncountable number of women” in Perugia.59 Horsetail is a powerful diuretic and doesn’t cause insanity as far as we know. It is possible that the sorceress’s client gave her husband a stupefying drug not unlike something found in a love philter, which Scudieri misidentified (he was, after all, a notary, not a botanist). The victim’s reaction—“deranged to the point of insanity”—to the drug (whatever it was) surely alludes to a psychoactive effect rather than a diuretic one. While it is possible that the abusive husband’s reaction was a culturally scripted reaction to bodily symptoms he took as signs of bewitchment,60 we are given a further clue by the incantation Matteuccia told those women to say as their targets ate the meal: “I give you to drink, in the name of the specter and of the enchanted spirits, and may be unable to sleep or rest until you do what I would command you [italics mine].”61 Perhaps the plant was some kind of stimulant that drove a person crazy with wakefullness? The credulous customer might have believed the incantation caused the delirium; only Matteuccia was the wiser woman.

        The end of Matteuccia’s trial record is most bizarre. Tacked on to her common folk spells are confessions of pacts with the devil, sucking blood out of nursing infants, and attending “Night-Doings” with other witches at Benevento, an area in Southern Italy infamous for its ties to magic and superstition. These witches didn’t travel on foot to these “Doings,” but rather rubbed an unguent over their bodies while reciting, “Ointment, ointment, bring me to the Night-Doings at Benevento, over water, over wind, over all bad weather.”62 After anointing themselves, the witches were prepped for the main event. They continued chanting—this time to invoke the devil: “Oh Lucibel, demon of hell, after you were released you changed your name and have the name of Great Lucifer, come to me or send me one of your servants.” Lucifer complied and sent demons in the form of black goats to carry the witches away to the night-doings. Matteuccia turned herself into a mouse, mounted a goat, and flew “over graves, like a shriek of lightning,” to Benevento. Once there, the “Enemy of the Human Race” instructed those amassed to continue collecting the blood of babies to mix into their magical ointments. This Matteuccia allegedly did many times between the years 1422 and 1428 in several villages in and around the Todi area.63

        After her conviction Matteuccia was symbolically placed on a donkey with a miter over her head, her hands tied behind her back. The knight associate, Sir Giovanni of Lord Antonio de San Nazario of Pavia, led Matteuccia to the “customary public place of justice.” To the ringing of the church bells crowds gathered to delight in the execution of the witch among them.64

        Scudieri also provides us with one final minor (but crucial) detail: “Beyond what has just been said,” he tells us regarding Matteuccia’s supposed visits to suck the blood of infants, she was able to fly to the night-doings by herself “while asleep,” three days a week (Thursday, Saturday, and Sunday), six months out of the year (December, March, April, August, and September).65 These trips were separable from her jaunts to collect infant blood to use in making more ointments, as her destination on those nights was always Benevento—not the home of a burgher.

        To the crowd listening to the charges leveled against Matteuccia, Benevento made perfect sense; everyone knew that witches gathered there around a walnut tree. Before the coming of Barbatus to Benevento in 663 CE, the people of that duchy remained seized by their “fool-ish and degrading superstitions.”66 One of the last vestiges of paganism stamped out of the burgeoning Christian Europe, Benevento, a duchy in Southern Italy with an infamous past, had a long history of involvement with magic, and this probably accounts for its inclusion in the records.
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        This chapter recounts how and why Matteuccia’s supposedly diabolical ointment originated.*9 Sulla’s law couldn’t be more explicit about the use of drugs in the love philters and magical ointments and potions in earlier times. These kinds of drugs were taken for granted in later laws that recognized their inclusion in magic and we can see them still used in some of Matteuccia’s magic. Most modern scholars maintain that “witchcraft,” as identified during the early modern period, represents a mingling of various myths cobbled together by the literate class. These myths are largely based on several noticeable subdivisions borne out in Matteuccia’s trial record: folk beliefs about magic, night flying, congregating with demons to commit blasphemous rites, and knowledge of hallucinogenic and soporific drug potions and ointments. By taking apart and reassembling all the aspects of these early modern period phenomena we will see how between the years 1430 and 1450 overzealous theologians amassed all of these ideas into a single theological conceptualization, that of the satanic witch. In the process, the origin of the witches’ ointment presents itself. While we cannot get behind the clerical prejudices found within the texts that describe these ointments, we can follow descriptions of these ointments historically and note the changes made in literary sources and trial records, as filtered through the lens of the new theologically motivated witch stereotype.67

        As will be shown, these ointments, like other aspects of the witch stereotype, are part of that hazy intermediate zone where folk beliefs and learned ideas collided, inspired, and reinforced one another.
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        And so now our journey begins, as tales of witchcraft and diabolism often do . . .
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