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Acclaim for The Devil: A Biography

 

‘Peter Stanford introduces us with great sensitivity to
 the modern feeling that there is a force for evil in our
 world. A biography of the Devil may seem eccentric,
 particularly to those like me who don’t believe in it,
 but Stanford touches on a real fear of evil and traces
 its history in this engaging volume’

Rabbi Julia Neuberger

‘If the Devil is dead or dying, a biography of him is
 timely and Peter Stanford has worked industriously
 to compile it … He comes up with interesting and, to
 me, surprising answers’

Paul Johnson, Sunday Telegraph

‘Stanford’s clear and pithy style gives coherent shape
 to a series of complex historical episodes … His
 strength is in making the Devil’s history an enjoyable
 read’

Julie Wheelwright, New Statesman

‘Peter Stanford is a bright, lively commentator … He
 has an eye for an illuminating anecdote and a
 thoughtful restraint in his accounts of black deeds
 which instantly disarms the suspicion that he might
 be delving into the Devil for prurient pleasure …
 Where he is most intriguing is in measuring the level
 of popular belief, both past and contemporary, in a
 spirit of evil’

Rosemary Goring, Scotland on Sunday

‘As Stanford rightly points out, the doctors of
 theology through the ages have kept trying to pen
 the Devil up in footnotes to the main corpus of
 religion. But our hearts say otherwise: and Stanford’s
 haul of devillish appearances, pleasurably presented
 yet edged with dark, provides the proof’

Francis Spufford, Guardian

‘By the end of Stanford’s book, which is both
 fascinating and fair-minded, you notice a closer than
 family resemblance between God and the Devil’

Andrew Billen, Literary Review

‘The Devil: A Biography is an extended metaphor for a
 history of the age-old struggle to account for
 darkness in a world in which we sense that light is
 truly the condition for which we are made …
 Stanford takes a happy detour through Milton and
 the Romantics and lands us into the rivivalist sects of
 the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. All very
 interesting and well told’

Hugh Dickinson, Financial Times

‘This excellent and unusual book … is great fun to
 read. To the ordinary layman the racy style and
 encapsulation of religious history is invigorating and
 keeps one’s interest. We can be grateful that Stanford
 goes so far in explaining and defusing what even to
 the strongest sceptic is a force we would rather
 ignore’

Bronwen Astor, Catholic Herald

‘Admirably detached and sceptical’

Allan Massie, Daily Telegraph


THE DEVIL

 

A Biography

Peter Stanford is a journalist and broadcaster who writes and reviews regularly in the Guardian, the Sunday Times and the Independent on Sunday. He has been a panellist on the popular BBC series The Moral Maze, Vice or Virtue and Future Watch. A former editor of the Catholic Herald, he presented the award-winning Channel 4 series, Catholics and Sex and co-wrote the accompanying book. His other books include biographies of Lord Longford and Cardinal Basil Hume. He lives in London with his wife and son and is Chairman of the disability charity ASPIRE.
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Preface

 

On a Fast Track to Hell

At the age of thirteen, I was convinced I was going to hell to meet the Devil. I remember the day all too clearly. It was the summer of 1975 and I was on a train from Liverpool to Brighton.

Had it been an airline, I would have been called an unaccompanied minor and given a plastic tag to wear announcing the fact. But this was British Rail in the pre-privatisation age, that is before passengers became customers and guards senior conductors. So, faute de mieux, my parents entrusted me to the care of a kindly-looking middle-aged man in the seat opposite reading the National Geographic.

I agreed to this chaperon only after extensive research – peering through various carriage windows all along the platform. It wasn’t that I was averse to some kind of adult supervision – indeed there was scarcely a rebellious bone in my body. Nor was I a precocious teenager aware of the threat that men of a certain age in anoraks posed to my innocence. The important thing was to find someone obviously good, virtuous and certainly God-fearing. However ludicrous it may seem today, I had grown obsessed in the nights preceding this great trek by the idea that when the train headed into one of the many tunnels that litter the line, there was a grave danger of being sucked down to hell. My imaginary scenario was that, once engulfed in darkness in an enclosed space, those passengers who had sinned repeatedly and without recourse to confession would be singled out by the Devil, whose natural habitat was – of course – tunnels, and spirited away on a fast track to his subterranean domain of fire and brimstone.

I can’t quite recall what terrible crimes I had committed – pushing into the lunch queue at school, economy with the truth over my homework, a couple of Glory Be’s short of a Rosary, even (and I still blush with Catholic guilt at such a post hoc admission) the odd impure thought and the even odder irregular motion of my flesh. But never mind. The point was that I had somehow to attach myself to one of the righteous who would escape the Devil’s clutches so as to emerge with him or her at the other end of the tunnels. The kindly gent in the seat opposite, to my untrained eye, couldn’t possibly have sinned, so I grabbed on to his coat-tails. I would be saved by association. It proved a successful ruse, though I fear my travelling companion may have felt otherwise. His peaceful browse through a photo-shoot of extinct African volcanoes was constantly interrupted by my mindless chatter. Anything to keep the thought of the next tunnel and who might be lurking in its midst at bay.

All children have vivid imaginations and teenagers perhaps are more prone than most to this affliction. But my brush with the Devil speaks volumes of my Catholic education at the hands of the Irish Christian Brothers. It was a loving and warm-hearted, if not stunningly intellectual school, but black and white notions of right and wrong, good and evil, loomed large on the curriculum. The Devil was as much a part of classroom culture as Shakespeare, Pythagoras and Lady Antonia Fraser’s Mary Queen of Scots.

The Irish Christian Brothers were an odd bunch, the last remnant of a lost age of muscular Catholicism and its attendant certainties and control. Dotted around Liverpool, one of the few English cities where dog collars and the Angelus are part of everyday life on the streets and in the bars, they were still teaching the Penny Catechism years after even the strictest convent schools had phased it out in favour of something that allowed for a little more discussion. Biology was sidelined in favour of Russian. It was a traditional Catholic education built on centuries of unchanging practice with only the smallest concessions to the wicked secular world. Mass once a day and occasionally twice; prayer groups to fill the intervening spaces; huge funerals every few weeks for one of the brothers, who would not be replaced because the seminary was empty; religious education in pride of place on the curriculum; and a rich tapestry of images – the Virgin Mary in her blue cloak fixing us with her all-knowing eye at the turn of every well-scrubbed corridor, the Sacred Heart in replica on every wall, pumping out plastic profusions of Christ’s blood that had been spilt for us, and skulking in the shadows, hidden around the next corner, lurking at the school gates, inspiring those who would sneer at our uniforms on the bus home, was Satan.

This school, in its time-capsule, provided me with a last glimpse of the by then tattered majesty of a figure who had once haunted the imaginations of countless Christians. At a time when most branches of Christendom, save for the most extreme, unattractive and evangelistic, had effectively declared the Devil dead and buried, my alma mater still saw Satan as an ever-present threat. To stray from what was presented as the norm was to take the Devil’s shilling. It was a message that once kept the Catholic Church united, that certainly traumatised my adolescent psyche, but which, as I grew older, I realised had, down the ages, fallen into disrepute.

For the classroom audience, the spectre of the Devil may have been enough to provoke a frisson of fear. But in Catholicism at large, the Devil became the equivalent of one of those fresh-faced television personalities who burst on to our screens, attract the public and the headlines for a few months, and then fade when we see them in every programme we tune in to. For Satan the process took centuries rather than months, but the basic drift was the same. Moreover, my childhood memories of the Evil One proved so powerful that during my spell as editor of the Catholic Herald I tried to commission a series on the Devil and whether the Church and the faithful still believed in him or saw any role for him. It was a thankless task. Writers said what an interesting idea, but no. Priests quizzed me as to why I was interested, and then said no. When I told them of my train ride, they suggested I was out of the ordinary. One even offered to recommend a good counsellor. Even the few ‘licensed’ exorcists still permitted to operate by the church authorities were reluctant to be interviewed. Talk of the Devil has become taboo.

There I might have left it, had it not been for the sight that greeted me during a trip to Rome. Queues and queues of people were waiting outside an obscure and unremarkable church office on the outskirts of the city. They were hoping, my guide told me, for an audience with an African archbishop and exorcist who now lives in the Vatican. Archbishop Emmanuel Milingo, who had once led the Catholic Church in his native Zambia, has become a thorn in the flesh of the ecclesiastical big wigs. His insistence on raising the question of Satan – and worse his willingness to perform public exorcisms as once Christ had – so angered the powers that be at God’s business address on earth that he was exiled to Rome. People still sought him out by the bus-load. For them the Devil is real and official silence that borders on disapproval cannot consign Lucifer to limbo. Perhaps they too went to a Christian Brothers’ school. I hope they will find this book enlightening as it attempts to pin-point quite what it is that the Church feels about Satan today. It is written by a fellow enquirer. I am not a theologian, a church, literary or social historian, an anthropologist or a psychiatrist, but this biography touches on all those areas. My perceptions are those of a journalist eager to make sense of a figure who has always puzzled me.

In researching this book I have been asked many times whether I believe in an incarnate Devil. While the question of my own beliefs is not the topic of this study, it is at least germane to what follows. For ninety-nine per cent of the time I am coldly rational about the whole question. I can trace the development of the idea of a devil, see why it happened, why it caught on, how it was manipulated. Indeed offering the Devil as a face to put to the abstract reality of evil has been one of Christianity’s most impressive and popular policies. In that other one per cent, my Catholic upbringing makes itself felt. There are things, events that I cannot explain, which defy reason. I count myself lucky never to have been confronted by the Devil. Only once, many years ago, was I disturbed by an unquiet spirit in a haunted cottage in Devon. There was definitely something there and no amount of reason will convince me otherwise. Occasionally I have sensed a presence, particularly on some of the more unusual research trips undertaken for this biography. During the writing of this book there have been unaccountable noises, doors slamming, bouts of lethargy that defy all previous precedent, that I have been tempted to put down to the Devil doing the equivalent of denying me access to his papers and friends.

So although I end up firmly on the rational side of the fence, there is a single thread that remains caught on a nail on the other side. It is so far proving resistant to attempts to cut it, an umbilical cord back to the Catholicism of my childhood.

This book has been entitled The Devil – A Biography. Aside from straining for something snappy on the front cover, the title does reflect what is inside – namely a very personal exploration of the highs and lows of the Devil’s influence. Christianity created the monster that became the Devil and I have devoted the greater part of the text to the Christian Devil. However, he – and despite my personal penchant for flaunting the Vatican’s ban on inclusive language that erstwhile masculine pronoun will have in this case to be read as encapsulating both male and female – has not grown up in isolation. Throughout the book detailed reference is made to how other credos and cultures have dealt with the problem of evil without recourse to a solution as gruesome as Satan. The specific episodes and eras I have chosen to illustrate more general points may not please everyone. The Devil has indeed been such a part of civilisation that every period could have been mentioned. The same applies to the selection of authors, philosophers and painters. The choice is mine, a kind of Desert Island Discs of Satan’s extraordinarily long life.

There are many other people whom I should thank for their inspiration. Though this biography is definitively unauthorised and the subject has not co-operated – as far as I am aware – I did at least manage to track down not one but three exorcists. I had been looking in the wrong place all those years ago. The liberal English Catholic Church is far too discreet to admit to harbouring such characters. But the Vatican is not shy about having its own experts – Father Gabriele Amorth and Monsignor Corrado Balducci – while the Church of England’s open-minded toleration threw up Canon Dominic Walker.

Among those who spared the time to share with me their expertise on the Devil and the question of evil were Karen Armstrong, Bronwen Astor, Fernando Cervantes, Edward Chesser, Father Tony Churchill STL, Peter Clarke, Vicky Cosstick, John Costello, Brian Davies, Clare Dixon, The Reverend Neil Dixon, Dr Paul Doherty, Bishop Graham Dow, Paul and Patricia de Berker, Susan Greenwood, Canon Peter Humfrey, Professor Leslek Kolakowski, Professor Jean La Fontaine, Professor Simon Lee, Celia Lowenstein, Paul Owens, Rabbi Norman Solomon, Dom Henry Wansbrough OSB and Nigel Wright.

Simon Banner, Virginia Barton, Lucinda Coxon, Simon Denison, Carla Masera Evans, Michelle Field, Viviane Hewitt, Christine Morgan, Kasia Parham, Kathy Walsh and the team at Inform, Caroline Willson and Georgina Wyman all provided much needed practical assistance. My agent Derek Johns, my editors Tom Weldon (in London) and Marian Wood (in New York) and my copy-editor Kate Goodhart were endlessly supportive. And my wife Siobhan was patient, encouraging and tolerant as I filled our house with the strangest books, manuscripts and – sometimes – people.

No author trying to understand the development of the personality of the Devil can overlook the pioneering work of the American academic, Jeffrey Burton Russell. He has spent almost two decades putting together his four-volume study of Satan and it is a towering achievement that may well never be equalled. Though his books sat on or near my desk during my labours, my own aim was very different – a concise, accessible biography that brings out the colourful as well as the chilling aspects of the Prince of Darkness, that is rational and well-informed, something indeed that might be read comfortably and without fear on a train journey, tunnels and all.


Introduction

 

A Life in the Public Eye

‘From the beginning of my career I knew that I should win in the long run by sheer weight of public opinion, in spite of the long campaign of misrepresentation and calumny against me. At the bottom of the universe is a constitutional one; and with such a majority as mine I cannot be kept permanently out of office.’

The Devil in George Bernard Shaw’s Man and Superman (1903)

This is not a conventional biography, but then the Devil is a thoroughly unconventional – many would say unreal – character. Even if you put to one side for a moment widespread scepticism about his very existence, Satan is by any standards an unusual subject.

For a start he makes Methusellah, at 969, look like an adolescent. The Devil has been around for some 2000 years in the New Testament and maybe for a good deal longer in various other guises and incarnations. Indeed exact details of the birth, parentage and education of this doughty time-traveller are impossible to come by. Like so much else about him they can only be guessed at. There are as many estimates as there are people who feel that he has touched their lives.

Yet, however blotted his copy-book, the Devil is very much a part of the Christian viewpoint. Other creeds may have toyed with malign gods and spirits, but none has carved out a similar role – a figure who is the name and the face to put to the abstract reality of evil. On his relationship with the Christian God – reportedly once very close, almost that of a favoured son before they had an almighty falling out – it is hard to arrive at an accurate portrait. Are they equal and opposite ends of the spectrum, principles of good and evil locked in a cosmic battle like Batman and the Joker? Or is the Devil not a free agent? Is he still in some fashion under God’s control? ‘Official’ theology appears to endorse the second viewpoint, while the practice and iconography of the churches down the ages backs the first.

It is just one of the murky areas of ambiguity which confront the biographer. The question of ancestry is another. The Devil has no conventional family tree but does appear to have forebears in the ancient civilisations of the Near East and in Judaism and Islam. None begins to approach his prominence and powers but the resemblance is too close to be ignored. The notion of resemblance raises another issue. Though his name in all its various forms – Satan, Lucifer, Beelzebub, Belial and so on – is after 2000 years universally recognised and planted in every dictionary and encylopaedia, his face and even his form remain an enigma. Is he, for example, an angel or an animal – the serpent who tempts Eve in the Garden of Eden, the flying pig who was banished from a church by Pope Gregory the Great or the black cat who lurks in the hell of Mikhael Bulgakov’s Master and Margarita? Or is he a strange-looking human – the hook-nosed gargoyle on the façade of Chartres Cathedral, the black bewinged imp in Brueghel and Bosch scenes, the fool of medieval mystery plays, easily outwitted by anyone with an ounce of sense and godliness, or the helpless, three-headed colossus of Dante’s Inferno, encased in ice and weeping tears of bitter frustration?

Others who have tried to convey a glimpse of the Prince of Darkness have strained to find something redeeming about this reviled character. Milton saw the Devil as a magnificent untamed, though ultimately doomed rebel in Paradise Lost. Byron and the Romantics made him their hero, the ultimate overturner of convention, the free spirit. William Blake showed him as a kindly old gentleman in one of his engravings. The Devil, it seems, has a million and one disguises. What are taken as his tell-tale signs – the horns, the cloven hoof, the tail, the breath that smells of sulphur, the black skin and red eyes – are just several of his many masks. He could be anybody or nobody. That is what beguiles.

Reported sightings also trouble the biographer. It is impossible to find independent verification for any of them. Are they, as Professor Anthony Clare is fond of remarking, all in the mind? Martin Luther was so sure that the Devil was in the room at Wartburg Castle that he threw an ink-pot at him but no one else witnessed the event. The stain remains. Those who have participated in exorcisms will report that the Devil spoke through his victim. Yet psychiatrists are wary of such claims. And the witches who were burnt at the stake in the late medieval period after being found guilty by the Inquisition of making a pact with the Devil are today viewed as victims of a miscarriage of justice. Unconfirmed contemporary reports suggest that the Devil is at last starting to feel his age and contemplate retiring from the limelight. Like one of those film stars who suddenly disappear from our screens without any explanation, his name is remembered as if it were part of the furniture, yet many are unsure if he is dead or alive.

There are many who would not shed a tear if he had descended to hell and closed the door firmly behind him. The Devil’s starring role came as the ‘baddie’ in the Christian view of the world but many Christian churchmen today, especially in the mainstream Anglican, Catholic and Protestant denominations, offer a polite ‘no comment’ when challenged as to his fate and try to change the subject. When pressed, however, they will admit that the Devil still lurks on the fundamentalist and superstitious margins of their otherwise thoroughly bright, shiny and modern churches. His congregation is much reduced, they stress, little more than a twilight zone of those hankering after a lost past. Yet the party line sits rather unhappily with a whole bevy of indicators that suggest that in the long-established Christian churches, the Devil is alive and kicking. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, published by Pope John Paul II amid great and pomp and circumstance in 1994, makes explicit reference to Satan’s continuing role. And exorcisms – expelling the Devil from those he has possessed – continue though at a reduced rate. According to one of his senior aides, Pope John Paul II himself exorcised a young woman in the Vatican, the first pontiff in modern times to perform the rite.

For the most part, however, mainstream Christianity has passed the Devil on to fringe evangelical sects. These ‘new’ churches, with their tendency to take every word of the Bible literally, and their corresponding lack of theological or ethical sophistication, thrive on talk of the Devil.

If news of the Devil’s retirement has then been exaggerated in Christian circles, his regular appearances on stage, in films and even in television advertisements promoting ‘naughty but nice’ products suggests that secular twentieth-century western society still has a place for him, albeit a cameo that hints at an ill-defined force of evil and malice.

Demonising, a process carried out by the Romans on the early Christians and then adapted to terrifying effect by the church itself, remains one of the blights of a supposedly enlightened and tolerant era. The Nazis built on centuries of demonisation of the Jews – which had seen the stereotypical Jewish physical features mixed up with those of the Devil to produce in medieval art a beady-eyed goblin with a hooked nose – to carry out the holocaust that claimed six million lives. Western governments are fond of blaming economic troubles on an alleged army of welfare state scroungers, the job-shy and single mothers. On the international stage Saddam Hussein becomes the Devil incarnate with every act of terrorism in the world laid at his door, regardless of the evidence.

The Devil is with us and causing trouble. Quite how he does this – or how it is done in his name – is one of the questions that are at the heart of this biography. Not the least among the others is to define the exact nature of the Devil’s shadowy existence. Does he in fact have a physical form? Is he a popular metaphor for the abstract reality of evil? Or is he something between the two – a myth, powerful and omnipresent in the collective psyche down the ages?

The eternal scapegoat

We live in an age that approaches religion and religious belief with sceptism and places ever greater onus on science to provide the answers to those issues of life and death and destruction which have always perplexed humankind. Even within the churches, doubting Thomases have been elevated from the pitiable to the theologically correct. Yet many scientists will freely admit that they do not have all the solutions and never anticipate being in a position to replace God. Sir Karl Popper, the Austrian-born philosopher and scientist, has said that science offers no truths, only approaches. These approaches are of limited use when applied to those specific human needs that science most conspicuously fails to satisfy. Bereavement, suffering, pain, natural disasters, the various apparently random crises of life remain as puzzling in the late twentieth century as they were to the farmers of ancient Egypt who despaired when the Nile destroyed their crops.

In an age where the faith that saw God as a kind of universal Father Christmas has been destroyed, the myths and symbols of religion retain a unique (though now increasingly under-valued) capacity for helping in negotiating and navigating the inexplicable blows of fate. Rites and rituals can still bring comfort and spiritual growth. Among the most enduring features of the Christian landscape is the Devil. His realm, granted, has been steadily eroded by science as many of the phenomena that were once put down to his wicked hand are irrefutably ascribed to other sources. If, for example, a man had collapsed with an attack of epilepsy in the Near East in the first century AD, his behaviour would have been put down to possession by the Devil or his demons, and he would have been exorcised. In the Middle Ages, such a diagnosis would still have held good – but the patient would have been bled as well. Today the same behaviour is understood in terms of an uncoordinated discharge of motor neurones and the patient is treated with Diazepam.

Much remains, however, where Lucifer cannot be replaced by a pill. Natural distasters – the suffering that results from the processes of nature – still horrify and prompt talk of evil abroad in the world. So too does what is termed moral evil – that which occurs when a human being knowingly and deliberately inflicts suffering on another. Scientists have impinged on these fields. Climatic changes, global warming, misuse and mismanagement of natural resources have all been shown to have a say in events that were once seen as the actions of evil spirits and gods. Psychiatry now has names and remedies to explain actions which were once simply called evil. It is no accident that the growth of Freudian psychoanalysis in this century has coincided with a decline in formal attachment to religion. Where once people would have sought counsel from their priest in the confessional and succour in the symbols of good and evil in their churches, today they resort to therapy.

There are many more natural and moral occurrences that still have no name and no explanation. The word evil is sometimes questioned in relation to such occurences. It is too considered too abstract, too judgemental. Philosophers will argue that ours is a morally neutral universe with neither good nor evil. Yet many can still almost daily point to actions they would deem as evil – from violent crime, child abuse and rape to acts of terrorism and the development of nuclear weapons. The important thing is that evil, otherwise an abstract and allusive metaphysical concept, can be identified.

In the modern mind it is located within each individual – what Jung called our shadow. Historically, the tendency was to place it outside – on the Devil who exploited a weakness in the human make-up. Of the two placements, the contemporary option is harder to deal with since it imposes a responsibility on each and every individual. The traditional route, while emphasising that God gave each man and woman free will – the capacity to choose right or wrong – did have the bonus of off-loading some of the burden onto an external force. That is why the Devil still attracts a following. He represents the easy option when we are confronted with evil.

Attempts to introduce concepts of right or wrong, good or evil have always brought in their wake some form of imagery or iconography. As Neanderthal man struggled to survive in the face of what he saw as hostile forces, the notion of an evil force took shape in the form of animals who escaped capture and in some cases posed a physical threat. Cave-paintings, among the earliest known illustrations, show humankind in conflict with horned animals. Out of such depictions evolved the half-man, half-beast figure of the horned god of the north. This in turn influenced the Teutonic, Norse and Celtic deities and ultimately the Christian Devil. Tracing such links has been one of my tasks.

Once good and evil were slotted into the model of some sort of deity, there were then efforts to sort out the exact relationship between the two. Ancient civilisations tended to see them as two sides of the same coin. In Egypt, for instance, Seth and Horus were often worshipped and even depicted together, the generally benign sky-god and the usually malevolent god of the desert. The key to a good life was to achieve harmony – or ma’at – between these conflicting forces.

The deities of Egypt, and of Canaan and the various peoples of Mesopotamia, were monist – where only one overall divine principle encompassed within its pantheon both good and bad. A different model of organising the relationship between good and bad came with Zoroastra who is thought to have lived in current-day Iran around the seventh century BC. His good god – Ahura Mazda – was in direct conflict with Ahriman, the god of war. This was dualism in its purest form, though some of Zoroastra’s followers later were to dilute it and in time the whole tradition more or less died out with only the tiny sect of Parsees upholding its tenets today in the Middle East and India.

Judaism took the monist approach. Yahweh was the almighty, all-powerful one, equally responsible, the Old Testament makes clear, for good and bad events and actions, even at one stage egging Moses on to rape and pillage. This monism began to be eroded in the Book of Job, as eloquent and comprehensive a statement of the many dilemmas and doubts afflicting humankind as any contemporary, or indeed subsequent document. There Satan makes his first appearance, still very much under Yahweh’s wing, as a kind of chief prosecutor at the heavenly court, but at odds with his master over the human capacity to do or be good for its own sake.

It was in the apocryphal literature that blossomed between the writing of the final books of the Old Testament and the time of Christ that a sustained challenge was mounted to official monism. For a variety of social, political and religious reasons to do with the upheavals and disappointments that God’s chosen people were experiencing, the figure of Satan, the fallen angel, found a place as Yahweh’s rival in a cosmic battle, the scapegoat for the Jews’ misfortunes. In a pattern to be repeated throughout history, the Jewish people tried to understand why their God could have – apparently – abandoned them and hit upon the wiles and temptations of Satan as the reason. All that was evil or negative in the world was ascribed to this angel of darkness as a complex and interwined series of stories about the ‘watcher angels’ who had accompanied Satan on his fall from grace was developed. They were the source of much of the imagery that surrounds the Devil in the New Testament and later in the mainstream of Christian thought.

The Devil is second only to Jesus in the New Testament, but distinct and different approaches to the question of good and evil can be seen between the would-be eyewitness accounts in the gospels of Matthew, Mark and Luke, the more philosophical and Greek-influenced writings of Saint Paul and the colourful and apocalyptic Book of Revelations. No single-line emerges from the New Testament about Satan, though his status is increased enormously and the official monist line is maintained. It was left to subsequent generations of theologians and churchmen to flesh out that character, to give him a recognisable shape and form, a function in day-to-day Christian life and an exact relationship with God. From the days of the early church when the Christian gnostics tried to introduce a more explicit dualism – making this world with all its problems the Devil’s creation and the next world, allegedly perfect, that of God – the question of the limit of Satan’s influence kept coming back to threaten church unity. Only at the cost of considerable internal disruption was the slide towards dualism halted.

The problem was to integrate two apparently contradictory ideas – a God who was all-powerful and all-knowing and thus who allowed humanity to suffer, and a God who was also apparently all-loving. The eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume summed up the dilemma succinctly when he wrote of God: ‘Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence then is evil.’

It is a circle the Christian churches have been trying to square for centuries. Theological debate – around such concepts as free will and original sin as the source of evil in the world – has produced its own blueprint, set in stone at the Lateran Council of 1215 and largely unaltered since. At a popular level, however, the cosmic battle between God and the Devil has continued to rage, often with official encouragement. During the witch-craze of the late-medieval period, there was backing at the highest level for the view that the world offered a choice between the two polar opposites. Those unfortunate men and women who were burnt at the stake had made a pact with the Devil and chosen the wrong option. In its ruthless and too often misguided pursuit of Cathar heretics, Albigensians and then those who performed witchcraft and magic, the Inquisition reinforced this picture. Literature and the arts also gave their support while popes, including Gregory the Great, made their own distinctive contribution by promoting saints whose lives were one long battle with Satan as the church’s heroes and heroines.

Whatever the limits imposed by official teaching, the Devil became an essential part of the Christian fabric, someone to blame when trouble and dissent cast a cloud, the eternal and convenient scapegoat. When the Reformation shattered the hope of one, holy, apostolic Europe under the papacy, both sides were quick to see the Devil’s hand manipulating their rivals. Luther had only to think of Rome to see a hellish city full of demons parading around in the scarlet robes of cardinals, while one of the most popular depictions of the Protestant reformer among Catholics had him listening attentively as the Devil whispered in his ear.

The Devil became synonymous with the deities of any rival creed to Christianity. With the rise of Islam in the eighth century and its spread into continental Europe and especially into Christendom’s ‘lost province’, Spain, Muslims were targeted as the Devil’s disciples. Later, the language of the Crusades – whatever their true political purpose – was all about defeating the Infidel and winning back the Holy Places in Jerusalem from the powers of darkness.

In its fight in northern Europe, especially with older and longer-established pagan codes of belief, Christianity was quick to turn the deities it encountered into devils and witches. In assimilating these creeds into Christianity, the Devil became a bridge, close in purpose and in imagery to some of their malevolent spirits. Pagan peoples were used to having malign spirits to blame for their misfortunes. If Christianity had only the one omnipotent God, faceless and remote, and abstract teachings about original sin to offer instead, it might never have succeeded in winning them round. By stressing the image of Christ and his mother as models of the good life, as well as holding up saints as dead spirits to be beseeched with prayer in times of need, the missionary church went part of the way to assuring a flood of conversion. The Devil was an essential part in putting a face to evil. He was also useful in the Roman Church’s attempts to outlaw practices it objected to on moral grounds. Since Augustine in the fifth century, it had enforced a strict code of sexual morality. Those who broke it – and particularly those women who were seen by clerics as following in the footsteps of Eve by seducing men into wrong-doing – ran the risk of being tainted with the Devil. His copulating demons – incubii and succubbii – were allegedly always on the look-out for a willing and wanton harridan to lead astray. Indeed documents like the notorious Malleus Malificarum, the fifteenth-century witch-hunter’s bible, went so far as to suggest that women were genetically more predisposed to do the Devil’s deeds than men.

The witch-craze was part of a long running conspiracy theory, a collective fantasy particularly prevalent amongst Christians – though seen in recent times in social workers and therapists who endorse allegations of satanic-ritual abuse – that there is a group within society breaking all the rules and subverting all the norms. Since one of the Devil’s roles down the ages has been that of revolutionary – he was after all the first rebel – his name has become linked with such charges. These usually include nocturnal meetings – symbolising the path of darkness, not light – inversion of Christian images, orgies, incest, sexual depravity, blood sacrifice. A variety of combinations of these – often accompanied by the Devil’s name as endorsement and final ‘proof’ – has been levelled at different groups down the ages – the witches, the Freemasons, the Cathars and so on. Little that would stand up in a court of law as evidence has ever been produced as substantiation. Self-avowed satanists remain for the most part people who are either sick or who feel in some way rejected, marginalised or cast out by society and who turn to the Devil as a channel to express their own alienation.

The reality of evil

The activities of contemporary satanists and the widespread and troubling allegations of satanic-ritual abuse will be examined in section three. The first section deals with the evolution of the Devil in Christian thought, in the Bible and beyond. Comparisons are drawn between emerging Christianity and those belief systems in the Near East that are thought to have influenced it most. Since the Devil is largely a Christian preoccupation – though Islam and Judaism toyed with the character before rejecting him – this biography does not explore the treatment of evil in some eastern faiths. They are for the most part monist – in Hinduism Braham is the ultimate reality, creator and destroyer of all things – and have no time for a Devil as an independent or quasi-independent force of evil. Section two changes the emphasis from the theological and scriptural to looking at how the Devil was perceived by Christians in history and his role in some of the best-known episodes of Christian history. Integral to this examination is a history of the development of the Devil in popular culture – in art, literature and drama – in this age of superstition. Section three deals with the twentieth century and charts the efforts of the mainstream churches to distance themselves from their own terrible creation, while maintaining some sort of teaching on the question of evil. The task has been made more difficult by the rapid growth of the science of the mind with Freud and Jung in particular leading the way in locating evil within the human psyche.

The churches have tried a variety of approaches from the folksy wisdom of evangelicals who tell you cheerfully that ‘everything God has made has a crack in it’, to more scholarly attempts to recast the whole theological treatment of evil without the looming presence of Satan. It was a Jewish writer, Martin Buber (in Good and Evil) who came up with one of the more enduring definitions of evil as ‘the yeast in the dough’, the ferment placed in the soul by God to allow it to grow and be tested. It is not a new idea but rather a recasting of an approach that has been around for centuries. Milton, the Puritan poet, was particularly scornful of what he called cloistered virtue, the goodness that has never been put to the test. Evil, he believed, was there to stretch humanity to the limits.

The search to understand, quantify and even negate that evil – so much a part of the Devil’s story – is part of this biography. It makes no pretence to have the answers that have eluded humanity since the beginning, merely to observe the role the Devil has played – and continues to play – in an endeavour to make sense of the inexplicable.

Few educated people today believe in the Devil as a reality. Yet, those who deny the existence of evil altogether remain a minority. The rest inhabit various staging posts on the way from one position to the other – that there are evil actions but not evil individuals, or that people can be evil but that evil is within them. Such formulae can seem thin and inadequate when faced by daily news reports of terrible and terrifying acts of cruelty and barbarity around the world. Can the hatred that created Auschwitz be found only within humanity or is there a greater force of evil out there? The fundamental question of evil remains – and with it the Devil.


PART ONE

 

‘A murderer from the start’

(John 8:43)

‘Who, or what he is, his origin, his habitation, his destiny, and his power are subjects which puzzle the most acute theologians and on which no orthodox person can be induced to give a decisive opinion. He is the weak place of the popular religion, the vulnerable belly of the crocodile.’

Percy Bysshe Shelley: On the Devil and Devils


One

 

The Family Tree

‘The cultures of Egypt, Mesopotamia and Canaan stand directly behind those of the Greeks and Hebrews and so exercised at least an indirect influence upon the Judeo-Christian concept of the Devil.’

Jeffrey Burton Russell1

Though the blackest of black sheep, the Devil is seen today as a member of the extended Christian family. Yet the Devil who is such a menacing figure in the New Testament and beyond can trace his lineage back not just to Judaism but to pre-Christian times and to other creeds and cultures that had an influence – sometimes obvious and profound, othertimes more circuitous – on the authors of the Bible. Satan did not suddenly appear from nowhere as a fully-grown adult to traumatise Job, tempt Jesus in the desert and terrorise generations of Christians. There were precedents, parallels and a universal need for a figure or formula to explain away what might loosely be termed evil. He came from a long line of demons and evil spirits that had fulfilled just such a role for the peoples of the Near East for four millennia.

The lands of the Bible, of God’s covenant with the Jewish people and of the first Christians, were in a region that was every bit as turbulent as it is now. Abraham’s descendents co-existed with powerful and often belligerent nations and tribes, who traded with them in good times, and took up arms against them, subjugated them and at one stage exiled them to Babylon in bad times. With such economic and military contact came a two-way traffic in cultural and religious influences. There are myriad references in the books of the Old Testament to the gods, spirits and legends of other belief systems while in the New some of the most graphic passages chronicling Satan’s fall from grace among the angels – in St Peter’s Second Epistle to the Romans and the Book of Revelation, for example – carry an unmistakable echo of the combat myths of Canaan and Greece.

While none of Israel’s neighbours could boast among their own well-developed credos a single personification of evil to rival the Devil, they did worship and fear characters who bore a striking physical resemblance to him, in the different guises under which he is to be found in the Bible. It is a likeness that is more than skin-deep. Just as the Judeo-Christian tradition turned – and on its fringes continues to turn – to the Devil as a way of understanding the evils and woes that afflict humankind, so too the other peoples of the Near East struggled to comprehend their environment and the forces of nature that dictated their existence. They followed each other in subscribing to the combat myth – a cosmic battle between good and evil, between benevolent and malevolent spirits, that was played out on earth with human flesh and toil and blood as cannon-fodder. These malevolent spirits held the genes that later made up the Devil.

While most traditions saw their gods as monist, two-faced, one minute angels of munificence and kindness and the next, for no reason, demons of cruelty and destructiveness, there was a growing trend in the immediate pre-Christian era towards what became known as dualism. Good and evil were increasingly seen as opposite and even independent forces. Plato laboured to separate evil from the creator, body from spirit, the one base, earth-bound and morally neutral, the second purer and capable of choosing between good and evil. The Jews, in the wake of their exile in Babylon, followed this fashion for creating separate principles of good and evil. While they were later to revert to a more ambiguous position – officially at least, evil spirits have always had a role in popular Judaism – the Christians implicitly enshrined opposite poles of good and evil in their gospel through the character of the Devil.

In examining the cross-fertilisation of ideas between various cultures and peoples, the Devil should not be seen as a character invented by one civilisation and handed on to others. There are many influences and no single line of development. The personification of evil was not an isolated phenomenon, the preserve of any one corner of the globe. Unconnected but contemporary groups grappled with trying to make sense of a cosmos that was at once benign and hostile, cruel and kind. They faced up to their own death and questioned what eternal reward, if any, there would be for the righteous and what punishment for the wicked.

Independently and at different speeds they
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