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“To describe this book as comprehensive would be an understatement with regard to its breadth and the lengths that the author went to in researching this fascinating subject. Love and money are probably the two primary areas in relation to divination and magical requests since the dawn of civilization, and that still holds true today. This book deals solely with the former of those obsessions and specifically with the use of potions in the realm of love. It covers methodology extensively and, more importantly, the ethical considerations as well as the history and techniques involved in the creation and application of love magic. Included in this are more than eighty pages of detailed information on botanical and fungal ingredients, with additional sections on minerals and animal ingredients, solvents, and distillations. If you have an interest in studying this area of magic, Love Philtres is definitely a must-have volume.”

LUKE EASTWOOD, AUTHOR OF 
A PATH THROUGH THE FOREST, 
THE DRUID GARDEN, AND SAMHAIN
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Many people’s informal contact with magic amounts to either seeing theater conjurors performing elaborately constructed tricks on stage to entertain a potentially gullible audience, or seeing films of an imposing, even terrifying, magus performing complex mystical ceremonies at a high altar, surrounded by flaming torches in a cavernous temple hewn into a mysteriously shaped mountain. In a more modern context, many young (and not so young) people’s idea of magic now involves apprentice magicians in long, studious black cloaks competing in aerial ball games on flying broomsticks; or marauding, reconstituted mummies and Egyptian magician-priests battling brave adventurers to rule the world. However, even though the history of magic is firmly based in the esoteric traditions of ancient Egyptian and Greco-Roman cultures and the later rituals of Renaissance alchemy, the truth is that, both in antiquity and in modern-day culture, magic was and is primarily an everyday event performed by ordinary people like you and me. As such, it is accessible to everyone from every background, of any age and any gender identity, provided they undergo the appropriate learning, gain adequate experience, and apply their arte in an ethical and beneficial way.

Throughout its long history, magic has evolved into many forms, with individual practices becoming more popular at different times and in different locations. It has played an important role at almost every stage of world history, raising and deposing rulers, its practices sometimes being enshrined in laws, other times banned and made illegal, their practitioners persecuted and executed. In Wales and Ireland, we see magical practices codified in the ancient Irish Brehon Laws and the Welsh laws of Hywel Dda (Hywel the Good). In the later Christian clerical manuals, we can also see the various fines and penances due for practicing magic, which applied to laypeople, priests, clerics, and bishops alike, suggesting that magic has never been confined to witches, Druids, or other well-meaning cunning-folk.

One of the longest-persisting forms of magic is that of Love Magic, the prime focus of our exploration. Love Magic is an ancient belief that magic can conjure sexual passion or romantic love that may be facilitated in a variety of ways, such as by written spells, poppets (dolls), charms, amulets, potions, rituals, or other magic devices. It is attested to in various forms, from arcane Near Eastern tablets and ancient Egyptian magical texts, to many of the Greco-Roman papyri, the alchemical manuscripts of the Middle Ages, and the magic grimoires of the more recent past.

It is quite possible that the first Love Magic arose from a simple wish: “I feel a loving emotion toward him. I wish he felt the same about me.” This powerful, sometimes overwhelming emotion may then have turned into a quest to find a way to make this wish come true, a search on a spiritual level for a means to transfer the emotion to the person of their desires. This may have begun in a practical form with the giving of flowers, tokens, and other gifts in order for the lover to show their affection; while at the same time they might alter their appearance to become more alluring, to gain attention and impress the one they desire; and they might also make the other person aware of their feelings—practices we are all familiar with in the modern world. Meanwhile, the initiator may have begun to explore the spiritual world, seeking ways to influence their desired lover through non-physical means, the spiritual and emotional means we now know as Love Magic.

Identical developmental routes are seen in the practices of Medical Magic, Wealth Magic, Achievement Magic, and so on, where we see all strands using spells, potions, amulets, and other magic devices to achieve their goals. It should also be noted here that the majority of organized religions use comparable rituals and devices like protective St. Christopher medallions, wedding bouquets, St. Valentine’s cards, sacred unctions, and others.

Some of the earliest surviving examples of Love Magic tokens are engraved in cuneiform tablets from c. 2200 BCE, illustrating examples of Love Magic that existed in what is now Iraq. Other similar examples have been discovered inscribed on Egyptian ostraca, pieces of pottery usually broken from earthenware vessels, inscribed with sygils and mystical devices from the twentieth dynasty, during the twelfth to eleventh century BCE. We also see mentions of Love Magic in Shakespeare, in twelfth-century legends, and in modern wedding rituals.

We shall see that these powerful love philtres and other Love Magic devices have in the past been crafted from not only flowers, herbs, roots, and barks, but other unusual materials like mashed worms, sacramental bread or host, and the infamous “Sweaty Cakes” containing human hair, glandular excretions, blood, and skin—essentially crafted by a naked practitioner who, before baking, rubs the raw dough in their armpits and on their genitals in order to infuse the finished Sweaty Cake with their own, unique spiritual essences. But before exploring these intriguing magical devices in more detail and examining exactly how many may be crafted and used today, we need to look at what is undoubtedly the single most important factor in applying not only Love Magic, but all other forms of magic as well—that is, the issue of the ethics that govern the use of all magic and separate the beneficial from the malign, the positive from the negative, and what we have come to know as the Black Magic from the White.
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One of the enduring dichotomies of the use of love potions is whether they may be cast with a genuine desire to enhance and direct an individual’s loving emotions toward another, or whether their use is a planned and deliberate attempt to coerce, entrap, or subjugate an unwitting individual, by someone wishing to manipulate and control them. The simple answer to this prevailing question is that, like all other forms of magic, Love Magic’s purpose and use is ultimately dependent upon the integrity of the adept employing it. Without exception, every aspect of magic is open to deliberate abuse, distortion, and exploitation. Similarly, every element of magic may be misused unintentionally, through the ignorance or lack of experience of the newly initiated adept. For millennia, the teacher–learner paradigm of the Druidic tradition has ensured that no neophyte can inadvertently misuse their burgeoning powers. However, there are no safeguards to prevent an experienced adept who is fully conversant with the ethics governing the use of all Love Magic from deliberately misusing the powers and knowledge they possess.

With this in mind, I make no apologies for choosing this section on the ethics and dangers of Love Magic as the first that readers encounter in this book, and I have little doubt that it may also be the most contentious. Since the earliest mention of the use of Love Magic recorded in the cuneiform tablets of the ancient Near East around 2300 BCE, we see repeated examples of the use of Love Magic as a means of coercion and entrapment, in a way that would most certainly be considered inappropriate, if not illegal, in the majority of today’s societies. While it may be easy to demonize the use of animal organs, human corpses, and many of the other bizarre substances used in these early love philtres, it should also be remembered that the borders between magic, religion, and nascent science were nonexistent when these early accounts were recorded some 4,300 years ago, and that the social and cultural mores of the time were very different from today’s.

While the use of the “blood from a blind infant, the flesh of a dead brigand and the black dust from a decomposing tomb” are recommended ingredients of a love potion devised by the Italian Girolamo Folengo (1491–1544 CE) in his “Le Maccheronee” (1519 CE),1 this does not mean that such materials would be considered acceptable ingredients for a modern-day love philtre. However, does this imply that using love philtres per se must be dismissed out of hand, even if other, more palatable (and legal) ingredients were to be employed? Furthermore, just because the infamous Bavarian physician and alchemist Albertus Magnus (c. 1200–1280), also known as St. Albert the Great or Albert of Cologne, recommended that a particular love charm should be “given to her to drinke when she knoweth not, and she shal desire no other man,”2 does this therefore suggest that all love philtres, or “love charms” as he refers to them, must be administered secretly without the knowledge of the subject for them to be effective?

Historical accounts drawn from ancient Greece, classical Rome, the Near East, and other arcane sources, tell us that such philtres and potions were used by scheming, manipulative individuals who would cast a spell upon an unsuspecting ingenue for their own malevolent purposes. Few if any of these spells appear to have turned out well. Medieval texts and later references from Shakespearean literature reinforce the sinister aspects of the use of such love philtres, once again with predominantly dire consequences. It must be noted, however, that these historical and literary references surely represent a very small proportion of the many, many occasions when love philtres were used, and moreover, we have no reliable information on the success or failure of the efforts that went unrecorded. One thing is consistent across all these accounts, however, which is that none of them suggest that the recipients/victims knowingly consented to the administration of the love philtre.

There is not a single account that may be interpreted as: Girl meets boy. Girl falls in love with boy. Boy is not so keen. Girl says to boy, “I’ve made this special drink that I believe will make you love me deeply, even though you may not want to. Will you drink it please?” Boy replies, “That seems like a good idea! Pass me the bottle!”

No matter how hard you try, it seems impossible to interpret any of these ancient accounts as anything other than coercion when viewed within today’s societal mores. Having said that, it seems unlikely that a person with little or no affection for another would willingly consent to taking a draft that would alter their feelings in such a profound way, sacrificing their own free will to the whims of someone who, by definition, they have no real affection for. Taking a love philtre by mutual consent seems an extremely unlikely (and infrequent) event. Does this then leave us with a definition of all love philtres as being solely malevolent potions that may only be used for unwitting coercion and entrapment? This takes us to the core of the love philtre dichotomy: are they malevolent, manipulative concoctions used for ill intent, or may they be innocuous, beneficial philtres, innocently used to amplify and direct existing, unrecognized emotions with harmless and loving intent?

It is imperative that these challenging ethical dilemmas be considered and resolved by anyone intending to craft and use any form of Love Magic in today’s world.

Here, we will try to consider these and other ethical problems in a more holistic and structured way than our predecessors seem to have used, by asking the questions:

•Why use Love Magic devices?

•What knowledge does the adept need?

•What could/should Love Magic devices be composed of?

•What are the components governing such philtres and potions?

•Who should use them?

•What results should the adept expect?

In the following section, we will explore these questions and others in the ethical arena. Later, as we progress through the rest of our exploration, we will look at them in a more practical and experiential way.

WHY USE LOVE MAGIC DEVICES?

The pursuit of amatory attraction and the increase of sexual potency is, without doubt, one of the prevailing factors in the history of mankind, and the use of love philtres, aphrodisiac potions, periapts, amulets, and other devices has formed the basis of what has become known as Love Magic since prehistory. We find evidence of love philtres (Latin: poculum amatorium) in arcane cultures as diverse as the Hittites, the Babylonians, and the Canaanites, as well as in the writings on the classical papyri of the Greeks and Romans. There are references to amatory philtres in the Christian Bible and in Hindu, Islamic, and Asian texts, as well as within the manuscripts of many of the medieval occultists and alchemists of Europe and beyond. We see allusions to love potions (philtres) within the literary works penned by such luminaries as the classical Roman author Publius Ovidius Naso (43 BCE–18 CE), known in English as Ovid; and the ubiquitous Greek philosophers Socrates (c. 470–399 BCE) and Plato (423–348 BCE); right up to and including the prodigious playwright William Shakespeare (1564–1616 CE), who tells of the love potion used by the fairy Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, describing it as being made from a flower called “love in idleness,” more commonly known as the wild pansy (Viola tricolor). In the twelfth century CE, in the Celtic legend of Tristan and Iseult, we read that the Cornish knight Tristan travels to Ireland to marry the Irish princess Iseult (also referred to as “Isolde”), and on their return, they drink a magical love philtre that “binds them to each other by an imperishable love.”3 We also find references of the use of love potions and drafts among the records of the Phallic Societies of Europe during the Middle Ages. These occult societies maintained the ancient phallic beliefs of the Greeks and Romans and practiced Love Magic in secret rituals. Even Pliny the Elder (24–79 CE) refers to the use of hippopotamus snout and hyena eyelids in the crafting of love philtres.

Alongside all these memorable accounts we also have a parallel history of the use of love philtres and other forms of Love Magic in the folk traditions seen within most of the ancient cultures of the world. Love philtres, aphrodisiac potions, and other devices of Love Magic were and still are among the everyday tools of witches, cunning-folk, Druids, and conjurors, wherever and whenever they may practice their secret arts.

It should be noted for clarification that the word “potion” in this context is used to describe any form of crafted material, liquid, ointment, or powder that is elevated with spiritual energies and used in order to cast or transmit an intention (spell). The term “potion” is derived from the Latin potio, “a draught,” which may be a medication or alternatively a lethal poison. The original source is, however, the Greek potos, meaning “a drink.”

In contrast, “philtre” is a term used when referring to a concoction specifically crafted and cast as a love philtre. The word “philtre” itself originates from the Greek word philtron, “a love potion,” made up of philein, “to love,” and tron, “a charm.” In direct translation, it therefore means “a love charm.” Both terms have been and will be used in this context throughout.

It is also useful to define the complex term “love” as it is used here. In considering the crafting and use of love philtres, there is a need to differentiate between what may be broadly termed “emotional love” and “physical love.”

Emotional love here is considered as the emotional, spiritual attraction and bonding between two people. This type of Love Magic was termed by the ancient Greeks as philia magic and was employed to induce feelings of affection, which may or may not include a sexual element, but was not primarily intended to provoke sexual desire.

In contrast, physical love is defined as a sexual attraction and erotic desire that may or may not be accompanied by or emerge from emotional love. It is suggested that ancient Greeks performed what may be called erōs magic. This was/is meant to induce uncontrollable sexual desire. Both these types of Love Magic may be interdependent, or alternatively, either form may manifest itself independently of the other. Emotional love that lacks physical, sexual attraction is often referred to as “platonic,” which in itself is an intimate and all-consuming sensation, while physical, sexual attraction without emotional attachment is known by many terms, including “lust,” “carnal desire,” “erotic impulse,” and so on. Within the confines of our exploration, love philtres are used to direct and focus emotional love, while aphrodisiac potions are used to inflame and enhance carnal desire and to amplify sexual performance and physical love. This apparently simple differentiation is as imperative in the crafting and casting of philtres and potions as it is in our everyday lives and relationships; though as we shall discover, it is seldom as simple or straightforward as the above paragraph may suggest.

The most important factors to be aware of in using all forms of Love Magic in today’s society are that it is no longer intended to coerce, entrap, or subjugate the recipient; and that all the philtres, potions, and charms described in the following pages are intended only to amplify and enhance existing emotions and desires in a positive and mutually agreed manner.

Having said that, there is no question that any and all forms of Love Magic can and sometimes are used in malevolent ways, in the same way that all other applications of natural magic may be employed with malevolent intent. It is the responsibility of the adept to ensure that such magic is used only in a positive and mutually agreed context. This will come as no surprise to the experienced adept, as the use of every form of natural magic comes with the responsibility of its appropriate use; if this were not the case, then there would be no natural magic used in today’s world. In accepting that all aspects of Love Magic may only be effective if used in the appropriate way, it is important to look at the means by which the use of Love Magic is approached and how it is responsibly administered.

Experience tells us that the most typical sequence of events initiating the use of Love Magic of all kinds is for the person who believes that their feelings of affection are unrequited to approach the adept, seeking their assistance in assessing whether any form of Love Magic may be appropriate under the circumstances, and if so, which practice(s) would be the most effective. The adept may only achieve this assessment by consulting both the agent (the person who has approached them) and the subject (the person to whom the Love Magic will be directed). We can see then that there are three individuals involved in this tripartite sequence: the person requesting the Love Magic intervention (the agent), the person who will compose and cast the Love Magic (the adept), and the person to whom the Love Magic will be directed (the subject). As with all forms of natural magic, it is the responsibility of the adept to assess the situation and, if appropriate, responsibly intervene with the most fitting form of Love Magic. The question that immediately presents itself is, exactly what qualifies the adept to make such life-changing assessments? Which bring us to the next question on our list.

WHAT KNOWLEDGE DOES THE ADEPT NEED?

What kinds of information should the adept have in order to responsibly and successfully craft and administer Love Magic philtres, aphrodisiac potions, and Love Magic in general? Before engaging with any Love Magic workings or practices, the adept must be fully aware of the responsibilities they are taking on. Druidic lore, as we will see, prescribes a binding ethical code protecting the adept and any others involved in their workings. Each and every adept must be fully conversant with the ancient laws of nature, as well as with the use of botanicals, minerals, and animal derivatives, which they must have the ability to craft in a material and spiritual way. Many of these workings include practices such as natural fermentation, distillation, separation, and reuniting, among other complex processes, as we shall see later. While the answer to the question above may vary from culture to culture, this does not diminish the need for rigorous and comprehensive training of the adept before they engage with any Love Magic practices. In the context where we are exploring the composition, crafting, and use of love philtres, potions, periapts, and amulets within the practices of the witches and Druids of the British Isles, we must primarily consider the teacher–learner paradigms used by these particular cultural traditions.

The ancient Druids of the isles of Great Britain famously employed a strict and lengthy teacher–learner paradigm, drawing upon eons of experience and accumulated knowledge that was, and still is, passed from one generation to the next. This involved a process of experiential discovery, learning by rote, and successive progression from one level of learning to the next, a system that has been sustained by an oral tradition over many millennia. In short, this means a progressive sequence of direct teaching–learning, specific to place and time, where, having completed each stage of learning to the teacher’s satisfaction, the student is exposed to the subsequent level of learning. They are thus protected from potential risk by the knowledge, attributes, and virtues they have already accumulated from previous stages. In each and every case, this ensures that the student is not exposed to the risks of potential physical, mental, and spiritual dangers of any practices until they are well versed in all the knowledge and skills needed to cope with them. Over the years this model of teaching and learning has contributed to the second enduring feature of Druidic lore: that of its reputation for secrecy. While it is true that many aspects of Druidic lore and practice have remained shrouded in mystery, there is a very practical explanation for this inherent secrecy, and that is the tenets of the teaching–learning paradigm we have just identified.

As any of those who have engaged with natural magic will attest, working with the gifts and immensely powerful forces of nature exposes practitioners to many risks and dangers. Lethal botanicals, psychotropic fungi, and powerful spiritual energies are just a few of the many, many dangerous resources and practices used by Druid adepts. To launch oneself into any of these subject areas, either intentionally or inadvertently, without sufficient training and experience, exposes the unfamiliar adept to inevitable significant risks. To do so is invariably dangerous for the would-be practitioner and any other individuals who may be involved. The consequences could be extremely hazardous, resulting in physical and mental injury, spiritual damage, and in extreme cases, even premature death. Because of this, all these spiritual and physical practices are held as secret until the practitioner has sufficient knowledge and experience to understand the danger they may be exposing themself and others to. It would be very irresponsible for experienced Druidic adepts to allow unrestricted access to uninitiated individuals who may intentionally or inadvertently harm themselves and others by employing the knowledge in an inappropriate way. There may be those who would suggest that the extreme secrecy surrounding Druidic and witchcraft practices is used to maintain the Druid’s or witch’s prestige and high-ranking reputation, but as we have now seen, the truth is far more practical and mundane.

Traditionally, these valuable skills are taught through a face-to-face, teacher–learner relationship, often taking place in an auspicious space such as a grove or stone circle, or on some occasions, on a stream bank or in a meadow where the surrounding natural resources are used to relate information by example, parable, and experiential learning. In this way the student gains direct experience of both the methods and materials that form the basis of Love Magic and the many other forms of magic and healing used within traditional Druidic lore.

WHAT COULD/SHOULD LOVE MAGIC DEVICES BE COMPOSED OF?

The history of the many and varied Love Magic traditions practiced throughout the world supplies us with an awe-inspiring variety of natural and unnatural ingredients that may have been used in the crafting of love philtres, aphrodisiac potions, and a wide variety of amulets and love tokens. Some may be found in everyday gardens, meadows, and forests, while others may only be acquired by extreme means that are considered both unpalatable and illegal in today’s society.

Some of the ingredients mentioned in various classical texts are identified by names that are no longer in use and cannot be directly translated or identified. Others may have been inaccurately translated when being transcribed along with many other ancient manuscripts in the medieval Christian monastic scriptoriums, where it was not uncommon for a well-meaning scribe to substitute more well-known botanicals for those they could not easily recognize. Yet other names have disappeared into obscurity, along with the instructions for their use. It is also worth noting that some of the more unusual ingredients that are regularly mentioned in the context of spell-craft, like the famous “wing of bat and eye of toad,” may sometimes refer to colloquial folk-names for herbs, flowers, and other common botanicals and should not always be taken literally. Similarly, the names of many of the ingredients used were frequently written in codified language, unintelligible to the uninitiated, in order to prevent their misuse.

Despite the many confusing and potentially misleading historical texts in existence, we can still get a reasonable insight into the varied materials used by the ancient magicians, and we shall look at some of these later. But here, we are more concerned with the various materials employed by modern-day adepts, drawn from the corpus of knowledge accumulated by the Druids, witches, and cunning-folk of the islands of Britain. Most of these materials are native to the same islands, while a few are exotic species introduced to the physic gardens of the medieval monasteries by the ancient spicers and traveling merchants from the Near East. All those cited within the pages that follow may be foraged from the native meadows, woodlands, and hedgerows of the British Isles, and taken together they represent the ingredient “palate” available to adepts both ancient and modern. We shall see that the two overarching principles that govern the use of these resources are provenance and freshness.

Whatever the ingredient may be, knowing the authenticity of its provenance is imperative. Ingredients like store-bought herbs, spices, and other botanicals should never be used in crafting any form of potion or other Love Magic device. Knowing the terroir and controlling the harvesting of all the botanicals used is an essential element in crafting effective love philtres and aphrodisiac potions, in the same way that knowing and controlling the gathering process of inanimate materials for the crafting of amulets and other love tokens is uncompromisingly crucial.

It is also essential that all living materials are used while they still contain the crucial vital energies that define their physical and spiritual attributes and virtues. Again, store-bought, dried botanicals are not to be used. Neither are home-dried botanicals or fallen, foraged dead specimens appropriate.

WHAT ARE THE COMPONENTS GOVERNING SUCH PHILTRES AND POTIONS?

Whatever Love Magic device may be employed, there is a rigid, well-established ancient sequence of crafting, casting, or deposition that must be adhered to. This arcane sequence begins with and centers on the composition of an incantation, calling upon the intrinsic forces and energies of the natural world to facilitate the intention. It is imperative to understand that this incantation is not an appeal to any form of deity or to anthropomorphized spirits, as the Druidic lore from which this process is drawn does not place its trust in a nonexistent god or gods in any form, but invokes the universal energies of nature within the natural world. The incantation is composed for each individual circumstance and as such is unique to each occasion and cannot be restated. It is typically made up of two parts: the first used elevate the spiritual elements of the device, the second used during the casting or deposition of the device in order to bind it to its purpose. This is the same incantation that is engraved onto amulets, lamellae, spell scripts, and so on. We shall look at the composition process in more detail in the sections that follow.

WHO SHOULD USE LOVE MAGIC?

Neither Druidic lore nor the rules governing witchcraft make any distinction between male and female adepts within today’s society. However, one of history’s most famous texts on witchcraft, the Malleus Maleficarum, tells us that women are more likely to be witches than men, while almost every representation of a Druid portrays the ancient adept as a man. Both the records related to the Inquisition and those referring to the infamous witch trials in Europe acknowledge that women were more likely to be put on trial for the use of Love Magic than men, and that those women were very often involved in illicit relationships with influential men, were thwarted lovers, or were professional or part-time prostitutes. It is also interesting to observe that information and insights regarding Love Magic and related sex magic were popularly transmitted via female social contact groups, and not through the many texts that were only accessible to the more literate males—this being a society where very few women were able to read, as they were excluded from the monastic schools where most Christian men learned to read.

By the beginning of the thirteenth century CE, the church was distributing detailed instruction manuals to its clergy, extended treatises known as Summas, which explained in great detail the canon law, accepted theology, and types of pastoral care that were expected of them. In addition to these Summas, there were also shorter, less complicated works listing examples of the types of questions the priest could ask in confession in order to illicit the requisite responses, along with a variety of shorter, printed manuals giving directions and advice on preaching. Known as Exempla, these simpler texts were much more accessible pastoral manuals, often written in the local vernacular, with the same intention as the earlier manuals: that of educating the less educated clerics and their congregations by the use of parable and stories, including some simple tales that referenced Love Magic and the sort of individuals who practiced it. They tell us of the types of men who practiced Love Magic and reveal their use of ancient forms of magic predating the arrival of Christianity. These men employed ancient vocabulary and pagan sygils with the intention of attracting new sexual relationships rather than initiating emotional attraction. Women, however, are recorded as primarily using Love Magic on their own husbands to make them remain faithful and love them more. One translation suggests a penance for “a woman who has given either a fish which has died in her vagina, or bread which was made on her buttocks with blood, or menstrual blood to her husband to eat or drink so that his love will be more inflamed,”4 and a later Exempla condemns “women who fed menstrual blood to their husbands so the husbands would love them more.”5

Further references relate to women using impotence magic to prevent their husbands from taking lovers, with one court trial account telling of a wife washing her husband’s clothes in consecrated water in order to “make him humble and obedient to her will,”6 while recommending to other women to do the same. We can see, then, that the many pastoral manuals and Exempla detail the use of Love Magic for a wide variety of purposes related to love, sex, and reproduction, but as one would expect, they also detail the types of questions that clerics should ask in the confessional in relation to the suspected use of Love Magic, together with the appropriate fines and penance due from the transgressors. Such recommendations include recorded questions such as: “Have you performed any form of magic or uttered incantation of this sort?” and, “Has the penitent done any conjurations of other magic or put their faith in any things of this sort?”7 Like the majority of similarly searching questions, the phrasing could apply equally to male or female confessors.

Such sins, and the fines and penance due for transgression, were not restricted to the lay member of the church’s congregation. We also see reference to transgression by various members of the clergy, and the penance due for such. In a text dated c. 1200 CE, we see: “For someone who has been a magician for love, if he/she destroys no one and is a layman, let him do penance for half a year. If he is a Cleric, one year. If a Deacon, three years or if a Priest, then five years.”8 This again illustrates (by the inclusion of the clergy, who were exclusively male) that the practice of Love Magic was not restricted to female witches, as may have been assumed, but was also used extensively by male practitioners.

Although these instructional Christian manuals were distributed and used throughout Britain, Europe, and the rest of the known Christian world, the history of witchcraft, Druidic lore, and Love Magic within the nations of Ireland and Wales tells a different story, being equally influenced by these nations’ preexisting, unique pagan legal codes.

As Christianity arrived in Ireland, it came face-to-face with not only a well-established pagan society with all the social mores that it employed, but also with an equally well-established legal system now known as Brehon Law. Many of the teachings of the exclusively male Christian establishment were not only incompatible with Christian orthodoxy but completely contradicted the beliefs and practices of the pagan culture of the Irish. Unable to suppress or eliminate the long-held beliefs of the pagan communities that had served them so well for millennia, the growing number of Christian followers began to look for the similarities between the ancient pagan beliefs, the established Brehon Law code, and their own, imported belief system. Spells and incantations were now interpreted as prayers, successful herbal folk cures were described as miracles and the answer to Christian prayer, Druids and witches were superseded by priests and bishops, and pagan rites at stone circles and groves gave way to church services, Sunday Mass, baptisms, and Christian funeral services. The growing enclaves of Christian believers gathered together to establish protective enclosures where they eventually built their churches. These enclosures were known as kill, a word we see in many Irish place names to the present day, such as Killarney or Killorglin. (The word kill is understandably often misinterpreted as meaning “church,” while the actual Irish for a church is eaglais.) This syncretism, or amalgamation of beliefs and cultures, resulted in a unique form of belief known as Celtic Christianity, where we see Irish saints such as St. Brigit casting spells and using charms (Irish: epaid), which could indeed be interpreted as Love Magic.

We know from some of the earliest Penitentials composed sometime before 590 CE that “maleficium,” or evil deeds of magic, were listed among the many sins requiring fines or penance in some form or another. Magic is specifically forbidden in the Christian Bible, so any form of Love Magic was/is a sin, and the sinner must be absolved. For example, the oldest known Irish Penitential, that of Finnian in the sixth century CE, tells us that “if any cleric or woman who practices magic have led astray anyone by their magic, it is a monstrous sin, but it can be expiated by penance. He or she shall do penance for six years, three years on an allowance of bread and water, and during the remaining three years he shall abstain from wine and meat. If, however, such a person has not led astray anyone but has given a charm or philtre for the sake of wanton love to someone, he shall do penance for an entire year on an allowance of bread and water.” It is interesting here to note that the vast majority of these ancient Irish texts are gender neutral. The slightly later Penitential of St. Columbanus states that “anyone who gives aipthi* or makes an apparition appear or gives a poisonous drink so that someone dies of it, seven years’ penance, as for a homicide. If no one dies of it, three years’ penance.”9

In addition to these pastoral manuals, other Christian doctrinal texts give us a further insight into the legal mores of the time. The Old Irish Law of Adomnán, and the well-known Senchas Már associated with the Brehon Law, are not Penitentials but a combination of secular and canon laws governed by both the church and civil society. Both mention the use of philtres and charms (aipthi) and the fines and penance due as a result. While in general, all the references are non-gender specific, Adomnán lists a special consideration given to women subjected to capital punishment, stating that “women should be sent adrift in a boat as an alternative to the death penalty. Women deserve but should not suffer the death penalty when they kill someone, administer lethal poison (neim), commit arson or dig under a church.”10

The Senchas Már, the medieval text of Irish law composed c. 800 CE, lists a number of offences related to the use of magic and Love Magic in particular, in the Old Irish Law tract of Cethairs.hlicht Athgabálae. Possibly the most interesting to our exploration is the reference to the “supernatural art” of “fubae n-imda,” variously translated as “bed witchcraft” or “the supernatural attack of a bed.”11 This refers to “sorcery in the bed, for which honour-price is due.” Honor price is an amount due calculated by a complicated collection of values related to the status of the woman involved, and her husband and their family’s standing within the community. The intention of the sorcery is “to take away a person’s wife from him” or “the testing of a charm/spell so that he is not able to have sex with any partner or so that he is not able to have sexual intercourse.”12

This was an important law, as a woman was allowed to divorce her husband if he was impotent. Females at the time were further protected with special laws for situations where they may have been subject to supernatural inducement by a male, such as: “A woman to whom her companion gives or utters a charm or spell when soliciting her, so that he brings her to lust. When he is entreating her, it is then that he gives or utters the charms or spells to press his love upon her, then there is due bride price and éric-fine, according to the nature of the type of charm/spell.”13 Both “bride price” and éric-fine were fines similar to the honor price mentioned above.

In all the cases cited above, it is understood that epaid was a particular spell or charm used to induce sexual arousal in males and females alike, though the charm or spell might vary from incident to incident. Both men and women were the casters of the spells or depositors of the charms as well as being the subjects or victims of the supernatural action.

We can see from these various Irish texts, and others not included here, that the idea of coercion and subjugation was not restricted to either gender.

The situation in Wales at the time was not dissimilar to that in Ireland. The arrival of Christianity was met with the conflicting beliefs of Welsh paganism, led for the greater part by the Druids of rural Wales and the witchcraft centered on the Welsh March, the borderlands separating the combined principalities of the Welsh and the newly settled Norman strongholds of western England. Wales was also governed by a set of ancient laws established by Hywel Dda, which contained a unique set of laws, the Law of Women, codified to protect the rights of women while giving them equal status with men.

It is significant that in Wales during the infamous witch trials, between 1594 and 1698 there were only around forty-two accusations of witchcraft and related crimes, while thousands of accusations were taking place in England and across the European mainland. Surprisingly, the word “witch” did not even exist in Wales before the English influence of the sixteenth century, when the Old English term wits or witsch was understood to equate to the archaic Welsh dewim wraic, a woman diviner or female wizard, suggesting that the term was applied exclusively to females; though this is not supported by the evidence of the witch trials in Wales, as we shall see. Prior to the introduction of the term “witch,” people who practiced magic in Wales were called either rheibwr or rheibes, dependent upon whether they were male or female. The word rheibio translates into English as “to bewitch.” The Welsh words gwraig or gwrach could also be used when referring to witch, conjuror, or wizard; again, these terms were gender specific. We can also see that the earlier Welsh customary laws, codified under Hywel Dda, were immensely influential in why women accused of witchcraft in Wales were so often acquitted, mainly because of the emphasis on reconciliation within the community rather than exclusively on punishment.

Witchcraft accusations in Wales were of two distinct types: witchcraft as words, or slander, and witchcraft as malefice, or magical harm. The more serious of these accusations were heard in the Circuit Courts of the Court of Great Sessions, which had been established in Wales as a result of the Act of Union in 1536, when the population had to abide by English law. However, the witch frenzy in Wales was very different to the rest of England. From the surviving Circuit Court records, we can see that only forty-two witchcraft trials took place, and of those forty-two accusations, only eight resulted in guilty verdicts.14 This in contrast with England, where there were up to three thousand women and men tried for witchcraft, with over four hundred found guilty and executed.

The surviving records show that many of the women accused of witchcraft were married, had children, and would have earned some form of income from brewing, weaving, knitting, or similar skills independently of their spouses; the witch was not the isolated, destitute crone who is often represented in folklore, though the records do suggest that witches were often members of the older generation. It is probable that the village witch, male or female, would have been perceived as an asset by the rest of the community, providing services like herbal healing and midwifery, along with advice and guidance on natural events and the turning of the seasons. Such cunning-folk played an indispensable role in most Welsh village communities.

Following the defeat of the Welsh Prince Llywelyn ap Gruffudd in 1282, the English laws were introduced throughout Wales, heralding a period when the new English laws and the much older Welsh law coexisted, while large parts of rural Wales remained untouched by the new regime. It was some 250 years later, following the final Act of Union, that Wales and England finally shared the same laws in a comprehensive way, but even then, many of the Old Laws of King Hywel Dda, codified in the tenth century, remained in the minds of the Welsh. With the new English laws, witchcraft became illegal and the Laws of Hywel Dda were deemed to be defunct. But as it turned out, things were not going to be quite that simple. Hywel Dda’s laws continued in the minds and culture of the Welsh long after they were considered defunct, particularly in the minds of women, who were reluctant to give up the age-old rights enshrined in Hywel’s laws. The place and status women occupied within Welsh society remained extremely important. The Law of Women had five distinct sections dealing “with the normal aspects of a woman’s life, her place in the family and community, her property interests, her marital status, her shared matrimonial property and her inheritance rights. For example, the first law specifies that: ‘If a woman be given in marriage, she is to abide by her “agweddi” [Eng: attitude/patience/endurance] unto the end of the seventh year; and if there be three nights wanting [for sexual intercourse] of the seventh current year, and they separate, let them share into two equal portions everything belonging to them.’”15

The Law of Women sought to secure the rights of women from birth to death and
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