
[image: cover]


[image: ]


CONTENTS

Preface

Acknowledgments

Chronology

Chapter 1: An Introduction to Witch-Hunting

Chapter 2: Medieval Origins of the Witch Hunts

Chapter 3: Witch-Hunting in the Holy Roman Empire

Chapter 4: The Witch Hunts in France

Chapter 5: Witch-Hunting in the British Realms

Chapter 6: Witch-Hunting in Southern Europe

Chapter 7: Witch-Hunting in Northern and Eastern Europe

Chapter 8: Beyond the Witch Hunts

Glossary

Selected Bibliography

Index


PREFACE

The academic literature on witches and witchcraft has increased by leaps and bounds over the past few decades, as has popular writing about witchcraft. This book participates with the former to help illuminate errors and fantasies of the latter. Too many misconceptions still possess the popular imagination about witches. This book should contribute to efforts for sound research and reasoning regarding this magical subject.

As I began reading centuries-old treatises on witches, I kept groping for terminology to describe those who studied and hunted them. It seems to me they belong to a unique genre, although often related to or part of works of theology (the study of the Christian God) and demonology (the study of demons as if they were real). The clumsy term “witch theorists,” seems too close semantically to historians who build theories to explain the witch hunts within the context of rationality. I have therefore coined the term “strixology,” drawing on a Latin word for a witch. Strixologists write about the problem of witches, whether they were real and their magic could actually change the natural world. During the time of the witch hunts, these writers were usually trying to explain the witches’ origins, character, and powers and how they could and must be fought. Increasingly as the hunts went on, strixology refuted the reality of witches, contributing to the decline of the hunts. Today, this genre would include the many writers whose instructional manuals on the occult and Wicca crowd bookstore shelves. If the topic of writing is witches, it is strixological.

This text should provide a satisfactory overview of all the most important aspects of the witch hunts. Much more can be read, with fascination. No book today can be written without the help of hundreds of scholars who have labored and published the readings and sources used to research this book. I do not cite these many scholars in order to make the text more accessible to general readers. The Selected Bibliography at the end offers useful and accessible treatments in English for those who want to dig deeper into the hunts. The bibliographies in those books provide connections to still more resources. In this book, I also offer a few quotes in English from primary sources, which present the best means to interact with the past. The footnotes to those quotes reference modern, published, or Internet collections of primary sources. All quotes from the Bible in this book are from the King James Version from England in 1611, because of its well-beloved language and its origins at the time of the witch hunts.
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CHRONOLOGY


	900
	Canon Episcopi makes its first appearance in a law code.


	1140
	Gratian’s Decretum further establishes the Canon Episcopi.


	1022
	Heretics burned at Orléans, France.


	1120
	Heretics burned at Soissons, France, as observed by Guibert of Nogent.


	1176
	Heretics executed at Rheims, France.


	1098–1291
	Crusades take place in the Holy Land.


	13th Century
	Rise of the heresy of apostolic poverty and heretical groups of Waldensians and Albigensians/Cathars leads to founding of the Franciscans and Dominicans and to the Inqusition.


	1231
	Pope Gregory IX’s Excommunicamus et anathematisamus excommunicates heretics and turns them over to secular governments for execution.


	1225–1274
	Thomas Aquinas founds scholasticism with works such as Summa Theologiæ.


	1233
	Inquisitor Conrad von Marburg is assassinated.


	1258
	Pope Alexander IV’s Quod super nonullis allows inquisitors to hunt witches as heretics.


	1309–1377
	The popes reside in Avignon under the influence of the French king, rather than in Rome, soon called the Babylonian Captivity.


	1323
	Bernard Gui publishes his inquisitor’s manual, Practica inquisitionis haereticae pravitatis.


	1307–1309
	King Philip IV of France puts the Knights Templars on trial for heresy.


	1316–1334
	Pope John XXII issues the bull Super illius specula to encourage hunting heretical witches and accuses people at court of sorcery.


	1318–1325
	Jacques Fournier, the future Pope Benedict XII, conducts an inquisition in Montaillou, France.


	1324
	Lady Alice Kyteler tried for witchcraft in Ireland.


	1337–1453
	France and England fight the Hundred Years War.


	1347–1359
	The first wave of the Black Death kills millions in Europe, aided by a climatic change called a “mini-ice age” that lasts until about 1700.


	1350–1650
	The Commercial Revolution develops capitalism in Europe.


	1375
	The mistress of King Edward III of England, Alice Perrers, is accused of witchcraft.


	1376
	Nicolau Eymeric writes his inquisitor’s manual, Directorium inquisitorum.


	1378–1417
	The Great Schism creates first two, then three popes who claim to lead Christendom.


	1391
	Hunt in Paris executes “La Cordière” and Macette de Ruilly.


	1395
	Judge Peter of Bern hunts witches, including Stedelen, in the Simmenthal.


	1398
	University of Paris under Jean Gerson condemns magical activities.


	1400–1600
	The Renaissance revives learning of Greco-Roman culture and spurs Europe into the early modern period.


	1400–1455
	Alonso Tostado writes both skeptically and credulously about witches.


	1405
	Trial of Louis, Duke of Orléans for attempting to kill King Charles VI (d. 1422) with magic.


	1410
	Martin of Arles writes his Tractatus de superstitionibus contra malefica seu sortilegia.


	1411
	Witch hunts kill many in Pskov, Russia.


	1421
	Witch hunts take place in the Dauphiné province in France.


	1427–1428
	Bernadino of Siena involved in trials of Finicella in Rome and Matteuccia Francesco in Todi.


	1428
	Duke Albrecht of Bavaria tries and drowns his daughter-in-law, Agnes Bernauer.


	1431–1439
	Council of Basel fails to achieve reform of the Church, but becomes the center of information about witches.


	1431
	Joan of Arc burned at the stake.


	1432, 1441
	Margery Jourdain and Eleanor Cobham accused of witchcraft.


	1430s–1440s
	Bernard of Como hunts witches in the Duchy of Savoy.


	1435–1438
	Johannes Nider writes his collection, Formicarius.


	1437
	Errores Gazariorum is published.


	1437
	Claude Tholosan writes his Ut magorum et maleficiorum errores.


	1440
	Martin Le Franc writes his Champion des dames.


	1440
	Baron Gilles de Rais executed for witchcraft in France.


	1450
	Beginning of European explorations of Asia and Africa.


	1450
	Printing press invented in the Holy Roman Empire.


	1456–1479
	Vlad the Impaler, the later model for Dracula, rules off and on in Transylvania.


	1459–1452
	Witches hunted in Arras by Jacques du Boys.


	1458
	Nicolas Jacquier writes his Flagellum haereticorum fascinariorum.


	1467
	Alphonsus da Spina writes his Fortalium Fidei.


	1470
	Giordano or Jordanes da Bergamo writes Quaestio de strigis.


	1474–1516
	King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castille create the kingdom of Spain.


	1478–1834
	The Spanish Inquisition hunts heretics and, to a lesser extent, witches.


	1483
	Jane Shore admits doing witchcraft in England.


	1485
	Henry Krämer (Institoris) conducts failed witch trials in Innsbruck.


	1486
	Henry Krämer (Institoris) writes Malleus Maleficarum, the most infamous witch-hunting manual.


	1489
	Maria “la Medica” executed for witchcraft in Brescia, Italy.


	1489
	Ulrich Molitor writes his De Lamiis et Phitonicis Mulieribus for authorities in Innsbruck.


	1492–1503
	Pope Alexander VI Borgia tries to expand witch-hunting outside the Papal States.


	1492
	Discovery by Europeans of the Americas.


	1494
	France invades the Italian peninsula, leading to more than three centuries of political divisions there.


	1507
	Johann Geiler von Kaysersberg writes Die Emeis.


	1510
	Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim publishes De Occulta philosophia.


	1510
	Bernard Ratengo hunts in Como, Italy.


	1513–1523
	King Christian II allows witch-hunting, supported by Bishop Peter Palladius of Sealand.


	1515
	Andreas Alciati calls witch-hunting a “new holocaust.”


	1517
	Martin Luther starts the Protestant Reformation and Lutheranism, while also encouraging hunting of witches.


	1523
	Bartolomeo Spina writes Questio de strigibus.


	1523
	Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandella writes his Strix, sive de ludificatione daemonum.


	1526
	Hunts in Navarre lead the Spanish Inquisition to take on authority over witch-hunting.


	1528–1559
	English Reformation establishes Anglicanism as the Church of England and separates from papal authority.


	1529
	Martín de Castañega publishes Tratado muy sotil y bien fundado.


	1532
	Caroline Code/Carolina in the Holy Roman Empire regulates witch-hunting.


	1534
	Paulus Grillandus writes Tractatus de hereticis et sortilegiis.


	1534–1549
	Pope Paul III issues the bull, Licet ab initio, and establishes the Holy Office [of the Inquisition], which endures until 1965.


	1536
	John Calvin in France establishes Reformed Churches in the Dutch Netherlands and Germany, Presbyterians in Scotland, Congregationalists in Wales, Huguenots in France, and Puritans in England.


	1536
	Queen Ann Boleyn executed for treason against her husband King Henry VIII of England.


	1536, 1543
	Archbishop Juan de Zumárraga hunts witches in Mexico.


	1543–1687
	The Scientific Revolution begins to establish new ways of examining the natural world.


	1550
	Tsar Ivan IV of Russia convenes Stoglov that supports hunting witches.


	1550
	Trial of Jochum Bos in the Netherlands.


	1555
	Olaus Magnus publishes Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus, which discusses witches in Scandinavia.


	1555–1648
	The Catholic or Counter-Reformation sees the Wars of Religion damage Europe.


	1556
	Pietro Pomponazzi publishes the skeptical De naturalium effectuum causis sive de incantationibus.


	1562–1598
	The French Wars of Religion between Protestants and Roman Catholics divide France and encourage witch-hunting.


	1559, 1562
	Witch hunts carried out in the Yucatan.


	1563
	Johann Weyer publishes the skeptical De praestigiis daemonum.


	1563–1584
	Archbishop Charles Borromeo of Milan hunts witches.


	1564
	Calvinist Lambert Daneau writes Les Sorciers.


	1565–1566
	Nicole Obry suffers possession in France, inspiring imitators.


	1566
	First witch hunt in Chelmsford, England, executes Elizabeth Francis and Agnes Waterhouse.


	1568–1639
	Tommaso Campanella gets in and out of trouble for his magical and heretical ideas.


	1572
	Thomas Erastus publishes his Dialogues against Paracelsus to refute Weyer.


	1575–1650
	Hunts in Friuli of the benandanti who believe they fly in dreams to fight witches.


	1575
	Hunt in Salzburg executes Eva Neidegger and Rupert Ramsauer.


	1578
	The Lutheran Jakob Bithner hunts witches in Roman Catholic Styria.


	1580
	Jean Bodin publishes his De la démonomanie des sorciers.


	1581–1593
	Hunts in Trier in the Holy Roman Empire kill Dr. Dietrich Flade and others.


	1581–1648
	The Dutch fight their war of independence from Spain.


	1582
	Second witch hunt in Chelmsford, England, kills Ursley Kemp and others.


	1584
	Reginald Scot publishes his skeptical The Discoverie of Witchcraft.


	1587
	Walburga Hausmännin executed in the Dillingen, Augsburg.


	1588
	Michel de Montaigne writes his skeptical Des Boîteaux.


	1589
	Third witch hunt in Chelmsford, England executes Joan Prentis and Joan Cunny.


	1589
	In Warboys, England, the Throckmorton family get “Mother” Samuel executed for witchcraft.


	1590
	The pastor’s wife Anne Pedersdotter in Norway burned as a witch.


	1592
	King Philip II of Spain regulates witch-hunting through the Spanish Inquisition.


	1595
	Nicholas Rémy publishes his Demonolatriae.


	1597
	King James VI Stuart of Scotland publishes Dæmonologie in reaction to the North Berwick Witches of Gilly: Duncan, Agnes Sampson, and Dr. John Fian.


	1597
	Thomas Darling, the “Boy of Burton,” gets Alice Goodridge executed for witchcraft, although he later confesses to fraud.


	1599–1600
	Martin Del Rio writes his Disquisitiones magicarum Libri Sex.


	1599–1603
	Samuel Harsnett publishes skeptical works about witchcraft, A Discovery of the Fraudulent Practises of John Darrel … and A Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures.


	1600
	Pappenheimer family executed for witchcraft in Bavaria.


	1602
	Henri Boguet publishes his Discours des sorciers.


	1602–1603
	Mary Glover’s possession in England leads Dr. Edward Jorden to publish his skeptical A briefe discourse of a disease called the Suffocation of the Mother.


	1606
	Anne Gunter in England proven a fraud.


	1608
	Thesaurus exorcismorum collects works on exorcism by Girolamo Menghi and Valerio Polidori.


	1608–1611
	Witch-hunting in the Basque regions around the Spanish and French borders.


	1609
	Possessions of the Ursuline nuns at Aix lead to the execution of Louis Gaufridi for witchcraft.


	1611
	Barbara Rüfin, Michael Dier, and Magdalena Weixler hunted as witches.


	1612
	King Christian IV of Denmark hunts witches in Køge.


	1612
	Hunts of the Lancashire witches of the Pendle Forest in England lead to deaths of Old Demdyke, Old Chattox, and others.


	1613
	Pierre de Lancre publishes Tableau de l’inconstance des mauvais anges et demons.


	1618–1648
	The Thirty Years War afflicts the Holy Roman Empire and Europe.


	1609–1611
	Elizabeth Báthory imprisoned for murdering women and children and then bathing in their blood.


	1620
	Instructio of the Roman Inquisition aims to limit witch-hunting, but is not sufficiently publicized.


	1620
	Possession of Elizabeth de Ranfaing leads to execution of Dr. Charles Poirot.


	1626
	Francesco Maria Guazzo publishes his Compendium Maleficarum.


	1626
	Herman Samson publishes his Neun ausserlessne und wohlbegründete Hexen-Predigten.


	1625–1627
	Paul Laymann and Adam Tanner publish their skeptical works about witchcraft.


	1627–1634
	Possessions on nuns in Loudun, France, lead to execution of Pastor Urban Grandier for witchcraft.


	1623–1631
	Witch hunts in prince-bishoprics Eichstätt, Würzburg, Cologne, and Mainz. The hunt in Bamberg kills persons of high status, such as John Junius, Ernest von Ehrenberg, and Dorothea Flöckin.


	1628
	The Count Palatine mandates Ursula Zoller to better care rather than execution for witchcraft.


	1631
	Friedrich Spee anonymously publishes his skeptical Cautio Criminalis, which would eventually gain wide readership and approval.


	1633–1634
	The boy Edmund Robinson fraudulently hunted Lancashire witches of the Pendle Forest in England, soon called Pendle Swindle.


	1635
	Benedict Carpzov publishes his Practica Rerum Criminalium, which would influence witch-hunting in central and eastern Europe.


	1635
	In Iceland, Sherrif Mágnus Björnsson has Jón Rögnvaldson executed for sorcery.


	1637
	Anne Hutchinson persecuted in Massachusetts.


	1648–1680
	Hunts carried out in Liechtenstein, leading to a change in dynasty.


	1610–1643
	King Louis XIII and his minister Cardinal Richelieu rule France.


	1646
	Trial of La Mercuria.


	1644–1646
	The “Witch-finder General” Matthew Hopkins hunts witches near Chelmsford, England.


	1652
	Joan Peterson, the Witch of Wapping.


	1652–1663
	Hunts in Finnmark, Norway, of Sami/Lapp and cunning-men.


	1653–1656
	In the city of Lemgo of the Holy Roman Empire, “Witches Mayor” Hermann Cothmann hunts witches.


	1653
	Anne Bodenham attacked as a witch because of her association with Dr. Lamb.


	1654
	Cyrano de Bergerac publishes his “Letter against Witches.”


	1656–1658
	Bernhard Loeper’s exorcisms encourage hunts in Paderborn in the Holy Roman Empire.


	1657
	A hunt in Lukh, Russia, goes after klikushi.


	1658
	Possessions of nuns in Auxonne and Louviers, France.


	1658
	René Besnard found guilty of witchcraft in French Canada.


	1660–1662
	The Great Scottish Witch Hunt brings confessions from Isabel Gowdie.


	1661–1663
	In Lindheim, friends of accused witches try to rescue them from the Witch’s Tower.


	1662
	Sir Matthew Hale presides over trials in Bury St. Edmunds, England.


	1662–1666
	Elizabeth Seager and others tried for witchcraft in Hartford, Connecticut.


	1662–1664
	In Lowestoft, England, Amy Denny and Rose Cullender found guilty of witchcraft.


	1665
	Karin Persdotter executed for witchcraft in Finland.


	1670
	Major Thomas (or John) Weir and his sister confess to crimes of witchcraft and are executed.


	1670
	Lisbet and Ole Nypen executed in Norway.


	1671–1672
	Elizabeth Knapp suffers possession in Groton, Massachusetts.


	1672–1678
	Sir George “Bluidy” MacKenzie publishes Pleadings in Remarkable Cases and Laws and Customs of Scotland in Matters Criminal, which promote better legal procedures.


	1673
	The Chambre Ardente Affair scandalizes King Louis XIV.


	1680
	Authorities try to capture Zauber-Jackl in Salzburg and instead execute many vagrant children.


	1687–1789
	The Enlightenment promotes modern ideologies and skepticism.


	1668–1675
	Hunt beginning in Mora, Sweden, expands to Stockholm.


	1689/1690
	Joseph Glanvill’s Sadducismus Triumphatus, including material by Henry More, is published.


	1689–1692
	Cotton Mather publishes Memorable Providences Relating to Witchcraft and Possessions and The Wonders of the Invisible World.


	1691
	Balthasar Bekker publishes his skeptical De Betoverde Weereld.


	1692–1693
	Witch hunt takes place in Salem, Massachusetts.


	1699
	Hunt carried out by Bishop Casimir Czartoriski of Cujavia and Pomerania.


	1700
	Ludovico Maria Sinistrari publishes his De Demonialitate.


	1700s
	Witch hunts carried out in the Piedmont.


	1701
	Christian Thomasius publishes his skeptical Dissertatio de Crimine magiae.


	1702
	Rev. John Hale publishes his skeptical Modest Enquiry into the Nature of Witchcraft in reaction to the Salem hunt.


	1705–1706
	Grace Sherwood ducked as witch in Virginia.


	1712
	Jane Wenham, the reputed Witch of Walkerne, is one of the last witches tried in England.


	1718
	Francis Hutchinson publishes his skeptical An Historical Essay Concerning Witchcraft.


	1727
	Janet Horne dies as the last witch executed in Scotland.


	1728–1729
	Witches are hunted in Szeged, Hungary.


	1730
	France of Marie-Catherine Cadière and Jean-Baptiste Girard caught in scandalous trials in Toulon, France.


	1731
	Tsar Anna of Russia restricts witch-hunting.


	1736
	English Parliament passes Witchcraft Law that ends witch-hunting.


	1742–1745
	Last executions for witchcraft in France.


	1756–1766
	Abiquiu Hunt carried out in Mexico.


	1770
	Tsar Catherine the Great of Russia ends witch-hunting.


	1775
	Anna Maria Schwägelin executed as the last witch in the Holy Roman Empire.


	1782
	In Switzerland, Anna Göldi is one of the last witches executed in Europe.


	1789–1815
	French Revolution and Napoleon.


	1793
	Prussians in occupied Posen hanged two witches, the last execution of witches in eastern Europe.


	1818
	Ana Barbero in Seville, Spain, is the last person tried for witchcraft in Europe.





CHAPTER 1

An Introduction to Witch-Hunting

THE PENDLE WITCHES

Four hundred years ago, in the Pendle Forest of Lancashire, England, justices of the peace were hunting witches. One hunt had arisen out of a rivalry between two families, each led by a matriarch. Eighty-year-old Elizabeth Southerns, called Old Demdike, led the Device family, which included her daughter, Elizabeth Device, and grandchildren Alice, James, and nine-year-old Jennet. The decrepit and nearly blind Anne Whittle, called Old Chattox, and her daughter Anne Redfearne were their bitter rivals. Old Demdike and Old Chattox and their relatives drew prestige from practicing folk magic, but only meager incomes. Local people came to these cunning women for healing, finding lost items, and telling fortunes. They scraped out a living on the margins of decent society, mutually implicated in petty crimes involving thefts, blackmail, and bribes to local officials.

A more serious crime hung in the forest air of 1612, that of witchcraft. The Devices blamed Old Chattox for bewitching Old Demdike’s husband to death eleven years earlier. Some clergy also claimed that the women practiced their folk magic with the help of the author of all evil, Satan himself. They suggested that certain women formed a pact with the Devil and thereby gained monstrous powers of witchcraft, with which they harmed good Christians. Both religious and civil authorities feared this witchcraft enough to take legal action against alleged witches and render their just punishment: death by hanging.

A simple confrontation with a stranger triggered the hunt in Pendle Forest. On March 21, 1612, Alice Device allegedly cursed the traveling peddler John Law because he would not sell her pins. John Law then claimed to have fallen under a strange illness, after encountering a big black dog with a fierce countenance of fiery eyes and dreadful fangs. Law’s family, who were not from the area, appealed to the local justice of the peace, Roger Nowell. After a brief investigation, Nowell arrested Alice, her mother Elizabeth, and Old Demdike, as well as Old Chattox and her daughter, Anne Redfearne, locking them all up in Lancaster Castle on April 4. On April 10, friends and relatives met at Old Demdike’s home, called the Malkin Tower, and allegedly plotted to free the witches by blowing up Lancaster Castle. These efforts compounded the tragedy.

Two weeks later, after Old Demdike’s children confessed to the conspiratorial meeting at Malkin Tower, the authorities rounded up more suspects. As questioning intensified into torture, the accused made accusations against one another. Old Demdike admitted that she had fallen under the spell of a mysterious devil named Tibb, whom she met in the forest. Tibb took the shape of a boy in a brown and black coat, or as a familiar or imp: an animal-shaped demon in the form of a black cat or a brown dog. At their second meeting, he placed a Devil’s Mark on her, a spot under her left arm from which he sucked her blood. At their third meeting, she began to do maleficia, or harmful magic, for him. She then taught her daughter Elizabeth and grandchildren James and Alice (but not the youngest, Jennet). She also converted her neighbors. Old Chattox claimed that Old Demdike had brought the Devil to her in the form of a seducing man, who later sent to her imps called Fancie and Tibbe. Several murders were laid against the witches, as well as killing cows. Old Chattox and her daughter, Anne Redfearne, were said to have killed Robert Nutter, after Anne’s refusal of his sexual advances and his subsequent promise to evict them. Other listed motives for murder were refusal of a meal as a bribe, not giving up a shirt promised to another, complaints about the use of a can of milk given as charity, and even revenge for being nagged or laughed at. The murders were supposedly accomplished by using the familiars, burning pictures, or breaking clay images.

In August, Sir Edward Bromley and Sir James Altham heard the evidence in a trial lasting a mere two days. Both men had experience judging cases of witchcraft. In another trial earlier that year in nearby Samlesbury, Judge Bromley had allowed all three of the accused to be acquitted. In that case, fourteen-year-old Grace Sowerbutts had blamed three women for tormenting her and bringing her to a sabbat, a gathering by night of witches where they danced and had intercourse with demons. Judge Bromley found Sowerbutts’ testimony not credible, learning that a Roman Catholic priest had fed the girl lurid tales of bloodsucking witches who murdered babies. In a different trial held the previous month, however, he and his colleague, Judge Altham, sentenced Jennet Preston of York to death. Although Preston had been acquitted on a different charge of witchcraft earlier that year, in July the jury found her guilty of killing Thomas Lister by witchcraft. A deathbed accusation by the victim and the bleeding of his corpse when Preston had touched it convinced the jury. Evidence sent by the diligent Justice of the Peace Nowell attesting that Preston had been part of the Malkin Tower conspiracy linked the two cases.

Primed with all this information, Sir Edward needed little convincing of a dangerous conspiracy of witches. In the Pendle Forest case, he readily accepted both fantastic evidence and hearsay. Young Jennet Device’s evidence against her own family seemed most convincing to the court. Nevertheless, five of the accused managed acquittal, including little Jennet. Old Demdike escaped execution by dying in jail first. Although Anne Redfearne was found innocent of the murder of Robert Nuttle, local people so insisted on her guilt that they convinced Judge Bromley she had killed Robert’s father twenty years earlier. Bromley sentenced Margaret Pearson for the “crime” of having given a child some milk, which she had allegedly made with an imp in the form of a toad. Pearson had to stand four days in the stocks in four different towns with a sign on her forehead explaining her crimes, followed by one year in prison. The judges condemned a total of ten people to death, including many of the Device and Redfearne families. Officials hanged them quickly, just a day after their conviction, on August 20, 1612. The guilty climbed the ladder on the scaffold and had nooses put around their necks; the ladders were taken away, and they strangled as they twisted and turned.

A simple refusal to give a beggar pins escalated into imprisonment, torture, and death. Between 1400 and 1800, such a course of events remained a possibility throughout European countries and their colonial possessions. Tens of thousands of people in Europe and European colonies died as a result; millions of others suffered torture, arrest, interrogation, hate, guilt, or fear. This book describes the key facets of these witch hunts, from their origins in attitudes toward magic and religion since ancient times, through the medieval inquisition of heretics during their intense activity beginning after 1400, to their end through rational legal reforms by 1800.

THE PROBLEM OF WITCHES

Does magic work? Do witches exist?

How anyone answers these questions shapes their attitude toward the contents of this book. The world appears different depending on whether one believes, or does not believe, that witches and their spells cause real change. These issues of belief and reality lie at the heart of witch hunts, so much so that the most famous witch-hunting manual, The Hammer of Witches, also begins with similar questions.1 The manual, of course, answers the questions in the affirmative.

This brief history relates how Western Civilization, once upon a time, not only believed in witches, but “hunted” them. The infamous European witch hunts happened because people believed that witches conspired to destroy Christian society. The fallen angel Lucifer, Satan, the Devil, allegedly empowered witches to cast spells and so harm people, animals, and property. This belief led authorities to arrest, prosecute, and punish reputed witches through the justice systems and political power.

Sadly, all this suffering sought to solve a problem that did not really exist. There was no Satanic conspiracy of witches. Of course, people throughout history have believed there were, and are, witches that could harm society. Likewise, certain people have even claimed to be witches. Yet no good evidence exists that witchcraft has ever harmed anyone or anything through magical means. Most historians, scientists, and theologians do not believe that witches or magic have any real transformative power. Witches’ alleged abilities derive from imagination. Even the leaders of the Christian Church taught for many centuries that people claiming to be witches were deluding themselves. This teaching changed by 1400, beginning the witch hunts in western Europe. For most Christians it changed back again by 1800, helping to end such hunts.

THE HUNTS AS SOCIAL, POLITICAL, AND RELIGIOUS PHENOMENA

For the past thirty years many historians have written numerous books and articles to try to understand how witches came to be hunted after 1400 in Europe. To try to explain the hunts, historians suggest many theories that tie the facts, opinions, and myths together. Sometimes a certain theory comes to dominate professional or popular views of history. Not one of the many theories proposed over the last two centuries has succeeded in satisfactorily explaining the hunts (see Chapter 8). Whatever the theory, the ultimate reasons reside in human nature and the cultural conventions of an age. People naturally look for explanations about why things go wrong. Culture also suggests mental tracks or inclinations that make people assume certain causes behind both good and evil events. Humans see patterns in random objects—a devil face in the smoke cloud of the World Trade Center Twin Towers, the Virgin Mary in a shopping mall window, or Elvis in a potato. Sometimes, they see witches.

Two phenomena allowed the witch hunts to erupt when and where they did. First, a widespread belief in witches as an imminent public danger fabricated a justification, and more importantly, late-medieval and early-modern Christian intellectuals wove people’s long-held superstitious fears about malevolent magic into the Christian worldview. Fearful clergy preached harsh punishment, rather than repentance and mercy, for the witch-criminals. Certainly, many people during the premodern age believed in a world soaked in magical qualities. Indeed, Christian society may have legitimately attacked, as it did at times, folk who worked herbal magic or played with conjuring and divining. Those practices could reasonably be determined to be sins within Christian doctrine. But hostility to such magic did not require torture and death to replace the usual treatment of sinful transgressions with penance and reconciliation.

Second, political leaders addressed this alleged danger of witches with lethal force. The political leaders, whether lay or clerical, were supposed to believe what many of their spiritual superiors preached about sinister sorcery. Political elites likewise responded to pressures from the lower classes to hunt witches, as more recent research has shown. People “from below” demanded that these dangerous witches be punished by those “above.” Rather than either allowing mob justice of vandalism and lynching parties, or preventing such, political leaders themselves set the wheels of justice rolling to crush witches. It is difficult to say which was easier in any one situation, embracing or resisting the hunting of witches. Either way, the witch hunts flourished in the cooperation of Church and State. Church officials provided ideas and reasons, and state agents carried them out.

Fortunately for potential victims, not everyone accepted the reality of a satanic conspiracy of witches. Neither Christian institutions nor political organizations consistently applied enough effort to go after imagined witches at all times and in all places. If indeed the early modern popes and Protestant clergy had systematically taught that witches existed and were to be rooted out, then many more people would have suffered in hunts. And some regimes heeded those who warned about injustice, further rescuing potential witch-hunt victims. Because of these gaps, many areas of Europe never suffered witch-hunts at all, and most areas only experienced them for the briefest of years, not decades.

Nevertheless, too many chose to believe that witches were real and threatening and that the best way to fight them was arrest, torture, and execution. Did neighbors hesitate with Christian compassion before they denounced others to prison and near-certain punishment? Did inquisitor-priests feel uncertain as they twisted the thumbscrew? Did judges have reasonable doubt as they pronounced sentence for mutilation and burning? Some undoubtedly did, but many did not. What truly motivated the hunters in their minds and hearts? We can never fully know.

Walpurga Hausmännin

Take, as another example, the notorious case of Walpurga Hausmännin, an elderly woman who had practiced as a licensed midwife for nineteen years, but fell into poverty. Her case was part of wider hunts based in Dillingen, the residence of the Prince-Bishop Marquard von Berg (r. 1575–1591) of Augsburg. At the time of her trial, Walpurga had allegedly been a demon’s lover for thirty-one years. The affair started when, early in her widowhood, she had arranged a tryst with a coworker and the “Evil One” showed up instead. He used the name “Federlin” (Little Feather) and thereafter fornicated with her often. He had her sign a pact with the Devil with her own blood, although he guided her hand since she could not write. They rode together on a pitchfork to sabbats, where she worshiped the “Great Devil” himself, a large man with a grey beard dressed like a prince. At these meetings she cursed holy objects (such as sacred Eucharistic Hosts she had stolen), fornicated, and feasted on roasts, suckling pigs, or dead babies, all without salt.

Walurga confessed to a wide range of crimes, the worst being forty-three murders, mostly of children she had helped to deliver. Her methods were quite varied, ranging from the plausible—pressing on their brain, to the highly unlikely—applying a poisonous salve, through the nearly impossible—sucking their blood, all the way to the ridiculous: she gave to the son of the local chancellor “a hobby-horse so that he might ride on it till he lost his senses. He died likewise.”2 Some dead babies she had later exhumed to eat or to use their body parts in making potions. Only baptized children were spared from her cannibalism, because of that blessed sacrament. She had also injured people with a salve, killed cattle, pigs, and geese, and raised hailstorms once or twice a year that damaged farms and fields. The prince-bishop’s court confiscated her goods for his treasury. Then on September 20, 1587, officials bore her on a cart to the place of execution before crowds of men, women, and children. Along the way they stopped five times to rip at her arms and breasts with hot iron pincers. At the pyre, they cut off her right hand (symbolizing her broken trust as a licensed midwife) and then burned her, before throwing her ashes in the river.

The fear of witches such as Walpurga was shared by many in the territory of Augsburg. Some peasants thought the government moved too slowly and so suggested selling some of their land to pay for persecuting still more witches who caused hailstorms. Meanwhile, the credulous bishop heeded the accusations of a fourteen-year-old boy, despite the lad’s reputation for troublemaking. A skeptical local magistrate tried to tell the prince-bishop that the boy was not to be taken seriously, but a hunt nevertheless killed more than two dozen women. A woman of higher status, the patrician Margaretha Kellerin, even fell victim. Prince-Bishop Marquard set up a special court in Schwabmünchen, partly because the town had its own hangman, Hans von Biberbach, to handle executions efficiently. Town officials pursued the hunt with little enthusiasm, however, only carrying on because of the pay and mandates of their ecclesiastical lord. Within a few years, a new prince-bishop hardly hunted witches at all.

DEFINITIONS OF MAGIC

Witchcraft is one portion of the larger subject of magic. Entering into the world of magical thinking is often difficult because of its secretive or occult nature. The word occult describes the hidden understanding of magical processes beyond our senses. Usually, only a few, select specialists were believed to be able or privileged enough to gain magical knowledge and power. The secretive nature of those who practiced occult arts naturally raised suspicions that occultists were up to no good. Occultists have often defended themselves by claiming that any form of magic can be defined either as good (“white”) or evil (“black”), depending on its origins and purposes. Black magic derives from demons and causes harm, such as flooding homes and villages. The term maleficia (from the Latin “evil things made”) describes such damaging magics. White magic, in contrast, draws on natural-connected supernatural forces and aims to help people, for example by bringing rain to nourish crops.

Practitioners of the occult also distinguish between “High Magic” and “Low Magic.” High Magic, often called sorcery, requires deep learning and scholarship of arcane texts, formulas, and rituals in order to master formidable supernatural forces such as demons. Sorcerers (if male) or sorceresses (if female) need to study complicated formulas, rituals, or secret language. In contrast, Low Magic, which includes most witchcraft, is easy to learn or even innate to people alleged to have special abilities. With little training or literacy, simple magical practitioners, such as shamans or witch doctors, claim to tell fortunes, defend against hexes or magical curses, and cast or break love charms, as well as cause, diagnose, or cure disease. Likewise, cunning-folk allegedly have helped people gain good luck, heal illnesses, find lost items, and prevent hexes. These wise-men or wise-women helped with countermagic, preventing magical evil by burning or boiling the charm or image believed to cause the curse, saying special prayers, or using holy or magical items such as crosses or amulets. Cunning-folk might also communicate with fairies, sprites, leprechauns, or other supernatural spirits. In their need to reduce their fear of the unknown future, people sought out diviners, prognosticators, seers, scryers, or soothsayers.

Belief in more serious forms of magic helped feed the witch hunts. Witches joined in the night ride, a wild chase with faeries and spirits through the woods. Much feared was the magic with the dead, or necromancy. Witches were reputed to raise the dead as monsters (zombies, the walking dead, or vampires who drank blood). They provoked spirits to haunt their family, friends, or enemies. A common belief was that witchcraft allowed transvection, or magical travel through flight. Flying was important for witches to cover great distances quickly, either to gather with fellow witches or to work some sort of harm. Flying might have been in the form of a spirit or specter; in the physical body by itself, perhaps helped by a magical ointment, salve or unguent; or using some sort of device, like the classic broomstick. Flight might also result from metamorphosis, or a witch’s ability to transform into an animal or monster. In the shape of a bird or bat or dog, a witch could cover great distances quickly. A witch might kill while shaped as a fearsome werewolf or hide as a mere mouse.

Loose terminology used by the historical sources complicates our understanding of these beliefs. People in the past did not always make fine distinctions between high or low, black or white magic. And the words they used—cunning-folk, witch, magician, wizard, sorcerer, just to cite English variants—were often used interchangeably, making it difficult to distinguish what was meant. Today’s magicians are entertainers who specifically say they work tricks and illusions to produce apparent violations of the laws of nature. Wizards are usually characters from legend, fiction, and fantasy, such as the Merlin of the Arthurian stories or Harry Potter in that series of books. Still, a witch, whether male or female, has often been defined as a person who uses magic to harm neighbors and society at large.

THE WITCH IN GREECE AND ROME

Fear of witches in our own Western culture is rooted in the ancient world of Greece and Rome. European history really begins with the Roman Empire (509 BC–AD 476), the great conquering and organizing structure of ancient Europe. Roman domination amalgamated many diverse peoples, including Etruscans, Italians, Greeks, Carthaginians, Egyptians, Palestinians, Mesopotamians, Celts, and Germans, among many others. To hold on to their conquered subjects, the Romans tried to Romanize their new peoples, to make them more similar to Romans.

Roman Religions

A key factor in this integration was religion. The religion of the ancient Greeks and Romans is now called paganism, a word drawn from the rural dwellers of the empire. The term paganism today includes any of the polytheistic religions that existed in and near Europe. Polytheistic religions involve many deities, gods and goddesses and other divine figures, often connected to natural forces.

Polytheistic religions reflected the socioeconomic importance of farming. All civilizations, until recently, centered around agriculture. Many ancient gods and goddesses symbolized both natural forces of fertility and aspects of human nature. In Greek and Roman belief, Zeus/Jupiter was the god of storms, Aphrodite/Venus the goddess of love, Ares/Mars the god of war, and Athena/Minerva the goddess of wisdom. The ancient peoples worshiped such gods in public ceremonies involving processions, songs and prayers, and sacred meals. In these meals they poured libations of milk, wine, or blood, as offerings to share with the gods. As late as 216 BC, the Romans carried out human sacrifice. Even after this date, and for the next several centuries, Romans killed thousands of people and animals in the gladiatorial games dedicated to the gods. The priests and priestesses who managed the religious ceremonies were government officials who helped maintain the state’s success by appeasing the gods. The Romans required that all their conquered peoples make sacrifices to these gods and to the god of the city of Rome itself. The Roman emperors also began declaring themselves divine, another of the many gods for all Romans to worship.

Many stories and mythologies of the Greeks and Romans, which still inform our culture, connect to magic and witchcraft. The divine figure most identified with magic was Artemis/Diana, twin sister of Apollo who ruled the sun. Artemis/Diana ruled the moon and embodied the phases of the moon. Likewise, believers changed the image of Diana herself, identifying her with Hecate. Her incarnation as Hecate bore three faces, representing the three divisions of the universe for the Greeks: the heavens, the earth, and the underworld (Hades). Diana or Hecate
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