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Introduction:

WELCOME TO YOUR VILLAIN ERA

If you are tired of being meek, polite, apologetic and anxious, if you are fed up with peppering every email with ‘No worries if not!’ and ‘Just checking in!’, if you know that somewhere inside you is a hard knot of bubbling low-level rage that you never allow to surface – then we need to talk.

So many of us are taught from a young age that it is wrong or somehow rude to speak up for ourselves, put ourselves first, say what we need and want, or otherwise rock the boat. Our lives are geared towards people-pleasing, whether that’s seeking the approval of a difficult boss, jumping through hoops for social media likes, or pretending it’s really no big deal when a friend or romantic partner wrongs us.

When did we become so timid, so cautious – so bland?

The truth is, there is magic coursing through each one of us, but all too often we bury our powers, pushing them down and locking them deep inside. We pretend they aren’t there, we try to be good, we turn our eyes away from the moon and towards our screens, and we hope that if we work hard and play nicely, we might one day get the things we dream of.

Well, it’s time to shake things up a little. Because you might not realise it, but your feelings, wants and desires matter, and you deserve a life filled with delights. You are allowed to say no to the things that displease or straight-up bore you. You are allowed to take the things that you want and deserve. And you know all those big, powerful feelings inside you? Instead of trying to hide them behind filters and fake smiles, you can channel them into rituals, spells and enchantments. You can protect yourself from toxic people and fill your world with magic.

Come take a little walk with me on the darker side of life. It’s time to enter your villain era …




PART ONE:

SOMETHING WICKED
THIS WAY COMES


‘A witch ought never to be frightened in the darkest forest … because she should be sure in her soul that the most terrifying thing in the forest was her.’

– Terry Pratchett, Wintersmith
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Chapter 1:

A BRIEF HISTORY OF WITCHES

Before we dive in and start exploring how you can embrace your own witchiness and make your life a little more magical, let’s take some time to consider the history and mythology of witches. For millennia, the witch has been a maligned and feared figure, and this misplaced fear has led to the deaths of many thousands of innocent people. As we embrace witchcraft and proudly call ourselves witches, it’s important to acknowledge those who have gone before us, whether they identified themselves as witches or had the label thrust upon them.

Ancient witches

Witchcraft and magic have deep roots in folklore and world history. Almost every culture throughout history has believed in – and often feared – witches. Here, we’ll be looking mainly at witchcraft traditions in the Western world, but there is a rich and varied global history of witchcraft and magic that is endlessly fascinating.

Glimpses of witchy activity, from ceremonies and spellcraft to full-blown transmutations, can be seen in ancient cultures, including those of Greece, Rome and Egypt. In ancient Egypt, powerful priests cast spells in temples as part of complex rituals, while the second-century writer Apuleius, himself accused of witchcraft, wrote a novel featuring women who worked magical spells to achieve their desires. The myths of ancient Greece are peppered with sorcerers, from the enchantress Circe, who transformed Odysseus’s crew into pigs after they behaved like, well, pigs, to her niece Medea, who used her magic to help Jason on his quest for the Golden Fleece. While the witches of Greek mythology are often beautiful women and love interests, in ancient Roman literature witches are generally depicted as fearful, hideous creatures – such as the foul-breathed Erichtho, who had a fondness for raiding graves and raising the dead – and this more negative depiction was reflected in society’s horror of witchcraft. Meanwhile, in Celtic mythology, the fearsome and powerful Morrígan, the unstoppably badass goddess of war and fate, was often presented as a witch or sorceress, while Ceridwen, a Welsh white witch, was known for brewing powerful potions.

In each tradition, the natural world played a significant role in tales of witchcraft and supernatural power, with witches said to call on the sun, the moon, the sea and the earth to add potency to their spells, as well as taking on familiars in the form of animals or using plants and herbs in their simmering cauldrons. The changing seasons also played an important role in legends around magic, and Celtic traditions included celebrations that are familiar to many witches today, including solstices and other seasonal festivals such as Samhain, Imbolc, Beltane and Lughnasa. Over time, these practices grew into what became known as Paganism, incorporating various folkloric beliefs, along with spells and rituals.

The witch hunts

Throughout history, people who don’t fit in have been labelled as witches and ostracised. Their sins might include daring to live alone, refusing to follow societal conventions, or having the gall to be intellectually adept or sexually liberated. From Anne Boleyn to Joan of Arc, people who don’t toe the line have been called witches. (Just a note here that although we tend to associate witchcraft with women, it is not gender-specific – anyone can be a witch. The majority of those executed during the witch hunts were women, and the hunts themselves were largely perpetrated by powerful men – quelle surprise – but people of all genders have been persecuted for witchcraft.)

As we’ve seen, witches and magic have always featured in mythology and cultural histories, but it was with the growth of the Christian Church that there came a real fear of ‘witchcraft’ and those thought to practise it. By the early Middle Ages, the Church considered attempts to use magic as demonic and evil, describing them as ‘maleficium’, meaning harmful. The fear continued to brew like a particularly potent potion, and by the 1300s, it had reached new levels, with Pope John XXII excommunicating those suspected of working ceremonial magic, including some people within his own court. The following century, Pope Innocent VIII sent out his inquisitors, and the practice of actively hunting for witches began.

In 1486, German Catholic priest Heinrich Kramer wrote the Malleus Maleficarum, a rambling and often muddled tract about witches and their supposed practices. He insisted that ‘a greater number of witches is found in the fragile feminine sex than among men’, and that these ‘fragile’ creatures spent a great deal of time having sex with demons and flying (presumably on their way to have sex with more demons). The text became an essential resource for witch hunters over the following centuries.

Most of the people who were accused of being witches were simple country folk who still used skills and remedies that had been handed down through generations. Suddenly, brewing up a poultice with some herbs to soothe an injury, or marking a particular point in the calendar with a traditional celebration, became regarded with suspicion. Some people used the witch hunts as a way to get revenge on neighbours whom they disliked or distrusted. If someone pissed you off at church on Sunday, you could accuse them of witchcraft on Monday and rapidly unravel their life. When crops failed or illness struck, people tended to turn to witchery as the cause rather than considering the possibility that such events might be due to poor weather or the spread of a virus.

As the panic grew, there were widespread witch hunts across Europe and later, the New World and the colonies. Those accused were kept in horrific conditions, locked in filthy cells and often starved. They were stripped naked in search of ‘devil’s marks’ and pricked with pins to see if they bled. Failure to bleed meant witchery was afoot, but historians have examined tools used by witchfinders and found retractable needles and other trickery to ensure the result the witchfinder wanted.

Some witch hunters employed the infamous practice of ‘ducking’, where an accused witch was bound and thrown into water. If they floated, they were considered to be working with the devil and guilty of witchcraft. If they drowned, they were innocent (but dead).

The use of torture was common, and the accused were often forced to confess through the most vicious of methods.

From the brutal trial of Margaret Aitken in Scotland in the late 1500s, which saw her tortured not only into confessing but also accusing many others, to the infamous Salem witch trials of the 1690s, the persecution and execution of witches shaped our history and changed our culture. From 1400 onwards, it’s believed 40–60,000 people were put to death for witchcraft during these trials, with the peak between 1560 and 1640. The last person to be executed for witchcraft in Europe was in 1782 in Poland. When you consider how many people were brutally tortured, abused and executed during these horrific trials, it becomes particularly galling when modern-day public figures (usually powerful men) describe themselves as victims of a ‘witch hunt’ when usually what’s really happening is they are being criticised or made to face the consequences of their own actions. After being impeached, ex-US President Donald Trump famously described himself as the victim of ‘the greatest witch hunt in the history of our country’.

Somebody buy that man a history book.

Witches today

As the panic died down, many people stopped believing in witches, and mythology and fairy tales took over, slowly building the image of the witch that many of us grew up with – the old lady in the woods, brewing potions in a simmering pot or cackling as she casts wicked spells.

However, in quiet corners, old traditions were being revived, and new traditions were being born. In the twentieth century, groups of witches began to grow in number and confidence, and in 1954, Gerald Gardner published Witchcraft Today, catapulting witchcraft – and a new religion, Wicca – into the spotlight.

These days, witchcraft is often understood as a practice. This practice may be part of a religion, such as Wicca or Paganism, but it doesn’t have to be. Some witches like to work as part of a coven, gathering to carry out rituals or celebrate sabbats. Some prefer to do their own thing and practise as solitary witches. Witches might follow different traditions or develop their own. With our world more connected than ever before, witches are meeting each other online, sharing spells and rituals and growing in number and power. From the online mass hexing of Donald Trump to the rise of WitchTok, one thing is clear.

We’re still here.
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