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Introduction

Fates and Destinies and such odd sayings, the Sisters

Three and such branches of learning

(The Merchant of Venice 2.02.62–4)

A witch, a quean, an old cozening quean!…

We are simple men; we do not know what’s brought to pass

under the profession of fortune-telling. She works by

charms, by spells, by th’ figure, and such daub’ry as this

is, beyond our element.

(The Merry Wives of Windsor 4.02.172–8)

This dictionary of Shakespeare’s demonological language positions his works in a setting that was unfashionable for much of their afterlives and has only recently regained its position as a necessary scholarly context for reading them.

To begin with a definition, ‘demonology’ is not just the study of demons, although its early modern practitioners (demonologists) were deeply interested in devils and their supposed operation in the world. But in deciding which kinds of event or phenomenon were actually demonic and which were natural or divine (and all three were overlapping categories) demonologists also had to discuss all sorts of creatures and powers that would be very unlikely to be described as ‘demonic’ either today or even by a consensus of demonologists or non-demonologists in early modern societies. Surviving evidence suggests that few people of Shakespeare’s time would have been completely happy to dismiss (to pick some random examples) fairies, ghosts and mermaids as demonic although demonologists routinely discussed them. Many people would have contested the idea that the apparition of a dead relative, or a harmless sea-creature, could be the work of the devil. Of course, this depended on what one thought a ghost or a mermaid – let alone a fairy – to be. There were many factors to consider. Was it possible for a human spirit to revisit the living, leaving its body behind in the grave? Or did the body come too? And where did the spirit come from? Heaven? Hell? Purgatory? Likewise, was a mermaid a flesh and blood hybrid human life-form, or a sea monster? Was it simply a poorly perceived seal or big fish glimpsed in the surf by frightened sailors? Was it an elemental nymph of some kind, or a devilish illusion leading the mariners to their doom? In summary, could such diverse phenomena as mermaids, ghosts and fairies really be simply pigeonholed as demonic illusions, created to trap human beings into a misunderstanding of God’s universe and lead them astray? Not all demonologists thought so, although some did, and certainly there would have been a wide array of differing understandings of such phenomena in Shakespeare’s auditorium at each performance and among the readership of his poems.

As Stuart Clark showed in his definitive study, Thinking with Demons (Oxford: Clarendon, 1997), demonology was not just foolish speculation by religious lunatics, as nineteenth-century anti-clerical historians had tended angrily to assume. Nor was it, more ordinarily, just a natural-scientific affiliate of theology. Instead it was an entire genre in its own right, with its own politics and rules. It developed, as part of the organization of early modern thought through Christian humanism, as a way of structuring basic perceptions of the universe. Demonology helped to categorize a number of previously loosely connected phenomena and supposed entities as possible manifestations of demonic intervention in the world, defining them against good and ‘normal’ opposites and thus creating its own distinctive ideological stance. It was essentially a binary way of thinking in that it usually divided phenomena into two camps. Sometimes the two camps were 1) the naturally explicable and 2) the demonic; sometimes they were 1) divine versus 2) Satanic preternatural processes, particularly when demonologists were dealing with rival manifestations of the same thing, such as healing magic. When kings healed their subjects by touch, God must be at work; when witches appeared to do it, the devil must be behind them. Yet for all this underlying binary simplicity, some demonologists were deeply sceptical about being able to identify the demonic. Some ascribed a great deal of apparent magic to human trickery instead of to Satan. Each demonologist had his own approach, with his own pet theories and categories.

Into demonological discourse, then, were herded many difficult problems of epistemology (knowing) and taxonomy (classifying). Demonology was a wide-ranging and ultimately unsatisfying attempt to pin down beings and processes that could not simply be assigned to categories such as ‘natural’ or ‘divine’, but needed to be investigated in order to determine their status. Depending on its definer, demonology could thus include witches and their powers, anything ascribed to magic, conjuring tricks, monsters, pagan deities, alchemical processes, certain kinds of medical practice, certain divinations and prophecies, some forms of exorcism and evil spirits or angels. Demonology was often part of discourses that we would now find easier to identify: scientific writing describing experiments, theological writing offering exegesis of biblical and patriarchal writings, cony-catching advice on how to spot tricksters. Its essence as a subject in its own right was, however, that it was contested: it would not fit simply into any of those genres because its subjects did not fit simply into readily available categories. If it came to be accepted, for instance, that fairies were certainly angelic or that magic was certainly impossible, demonology would eventually cease to be interested in those ideas. The first would become the province of theology, the second of cony-catching. But this achievement of uncontested taxonomic clarity never arrived; it was endlessly deferred, and aspects of it still remain today. Some parts of what used to be demonology have shifted into new genres, such as cryptozoology, speculations about alien abduction, earth mysteries, psychical research and paranormal activity.

This dictionary is modelled on both demonologies and demonological thinking. It contains a wide range of the usual demonological subjects, but it has porous boundaries to which the reader’s attention is drawn as a matter for further thought. Within these it tries to remain faithful to demonologists’ core preoccupations, so that it steers away, for instance, from terms usually associated with providence or chance instead of foretelling. It also does not have individual entries for most of the magical props and ingredients used by witches and conjurors, since these were often ordinary items rendered uncanny by their context. Instead, where a witch sails in a sieve or dips someone else’s finger into her stew, that will be dealt with under the name of her character, to preserve the context intact. These distinctions are sometimes invidious, and occasionally worth brushing aside in the interests of wider discussion of common magical implements, so the reader will find an entry for cauldron and one for book. Shakespeare’s Demonology thus draws attention to the struggle to categorize, to put into words and interpret, so that its central principle is ambiguity – in a sense a demonological dictionary is an oxymoron, for demonology thrives on the undefinable. Nevertheless, our book attempts, firstly, to define its terms, and then to analyse the ways in which demonological thinking informed Shakespeare’s imagery, characterization and plotting.

Sometimes – often – the answer must be that we cannot be sure: so much depends on context. So we explored that context, discussing the back history of each term, its usual demonological contexts in literature, theology or social practices of the period, and its appearance in various Shakespearean situations, to position Shakespeare’s use of a particular word – ‘elf’, say, or ‘spell’ – in wider discourse. This is as close as we can get to the discourse in which he would have written the word and in which hearers and readers would have encountered it. But it is just that: a discourse, a conversation, not the attribution of a fixed viewpoint or definite, limited meaning. It is, of course, not possible to say how the author or the audience might have felt about the word. But it is possible to reconstruct at least part of a conjectured context from surviving demonologies, witchcraft trial accounts, scientific treatises and theological controversies. We hope that the result is to leave the reader of the dictionary with an enhanced range of meanings and resonances for each word, and a bibliography of further reading with which to continue their own explorations. In addition to defining specific demonological terms, over 50 characters are discussed. These are those who are magical practitioners such as witches, prophets or exorcists, or are formally accused of witchcraft (although not those to whom the word ‘witch’ or ‘wizard’ is applied only as a passing insult), or appear as ghosts, fiends or fairies.

Further, the dictionary does not deal at length with classical paganism, except to note where it is clearly being imagined as part of a Renaissance demonological discourse. Likewise monsters and mythical beasts are not discussed unless they are linked with notions of devils, witches or other demonological staples. Early modern understandings of Roman and Greek religions are, of course, repeatedly referred to in plays such as JC. But, as these plays suggest, they were usually seen as clearly differentiated from contemporary demonological concerns: pre-Christian and therefore not to be confused with damnable magics. Sometimes this distinction is less clear-cut, or an interesting double vision is present, especially in Err. and some of the late plays. In WT Act 3, Scene 1, Cleomenes and Dion compare the Delphic oracle to Jove’s thunder in what may be an uneasy attempt to include the Christian God in their world view under the stage-title ‘Jove’, whilst in Act 2, Scene 3 and Act 5, Scene 1 Paulina protests her innocence of witchcraft, without specifying whether this is the veneficial classical kind or anti-Christian. She does, however, refer to ‘wicked powers’, which suggests the latter. I do not want to risk confusing Classical paganism with witchcraft in ways that Shakespeare does not. Similarly, Moorish and Jewish characters’ religion will not be discussed unless it specifically intersects with Christian demonology, as in Oth., where Othello is accused of winning Desdemona’s love by magic.

The demonology with which Shakespeare was familiar was Protestant, but informed by an older European Catholic counterpart. The key British demonologists for Shakespeare were probably Reginald Scot, author of The Discoverie of Witchcraft (London, 1584), possibly George Gifford, author of A Dialogue of Witches and Witchcraftes (London, 1593), King James VI of Scotland and I of England, author of Daemonologie (Edinburgh, 1597) and Samuel Harsnett, author of A Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (London, 1603). It is likely that Shakespeare knew these works, and certain that Harsnett was an important source for KL. But of these only one – King James’s book – could be described as a fairly straightforward demonology, setting out the kinds of things that devils and witches were likely to do and discussing how to detect and stop them. All the other works expressed significant doubts about witch-hunting, the presence of devils in human affairs and particularly in the human body, and the utility and theological justification of key tests for witchcraft or demonic possession. Shakespeare thus encountered demonology through the lens of scepticism, like other Englishmen of his time, because English demonologists wrote sceptical treatises.

However, he is also likely to have known shorter and less formal works on demonology, especially those in the news pamphlet genre such as Newes from Scotland (Edinburgh, 1591) or A True and Just Recorde (London, 1582). A good case can be made for his knowledge of at least the events described in the former, since it contains sieve-sailing Scottish witches and its central theme is the murderous relationship between kingship and witchcraft making it a close relation of Mac.. Pamphlets like the latter might have provided contextual reading material, but we cannot be quite sure. Beyond these, Shakespeare might have been aware of some of the works of European demonologists, or at least the import of their work, which was often that women were especially likely to fall into the temptations of practising magic and that words in particular offered an entry point for the devil into human affairs. Lies, prophecies, temptations were all the devil’s territory, and they were often poetic territory too in plays like JC or RIII where curses and soothsayings drive and embellish the plot.

Unlike Jonson – for example – Shakespeare was not as fascinated by the nitty-gritty detail of demonology as he was by some other aspects of human life. Its oversimplifying binary structure may perhaps be seen as going against the grain of most of his works. Where Jonson used explicitly demonological, astrological or alchemical imagery to flatter Stuart pretensions to British absolutism or to satirise the commodification of human relationships, Shakespeare’s interest manifested itself much more quietly. Demonological phenomena occur repeatedly in his works from one of his earliest plays, 1 HVI (however much of it is his), but they are usually used as a foundation on which to build stories of more complex human emotion and incident. Good examples are MND and Temp.. Each play takes for granted the imaginative world of the supposedly supernatural that demonologists debated so hotly. Fairies, witches and spirits exist unquestioned and ill-defined in these plays. The viewer or reader may ask themselves about the nature of, say, magical spells or fairy rings or dismiss them as fancies, but there is no overt discussion of good and evil, matter and spirit in either text. Instead, the inherent ambiguity of such phenomena and entities is part of the mystery of each play – both in the sense of its craft, and its complex engagement with the human imagination. For Shakespeare, goblins and spirits, witches and fiends, magic and conjurors, seem to exist in a privileged space where demonological definition is less important than storytelling and its potential. An interesting exception is Ham. where the nature of the ghost is discussed at some length, but (as usual) no conclusion is reached.

Clark’s conception of demonology as a linguistic creation intended to describe and delimit an actually indefinably complex world is thus a useful contemporary label under which to cluster Shakespeare’s bugs and sprites. It also offers a new way of approaching his writing. A new look at Shakespeare’s demonology allows the study of his works to move, along with the study of demonology in its own right, beyond exclamation against the injustice of witch hunts or questionable celebration of ‘the Bard’ as a repository of British folklore, into a territory where it can better engage with literary theory and especially historicist-materialist readings of other Shakespearean discourses. This dictionary can thus offer both a summation of previous work on Shakespeare and witchcraft, Shakespeare and the magus, Shakespeare and fairies and so on, and provide a fresh new reading that links his literary creativity to the underlying linguistic organization of the early modern world.

The study of early modern demonology is exciting precisely because it crosses disciplinary boundaries and refuses to be confined intellectually, as it always did, and it is from these cross-currents of thought that we see new work on Shakespeare’s demonology emerging. To assist this, we have included references to older work, as far back as the 1880s, where it helps to illuminate a textual crux or shows the way in which the critical field has developed. We have not attempted to offer comment on Shakespeare’s ‘beliefs’ or the development of his thoughts about demonology during his career: neither is evident from the available material. We have included reference to scholarly work which does discuss these matters (for example, whether or not Shakespeare was a Catholic), where it is relevant to a particular demonological term. But the notion that it is possible to infer a fixed and well-defined belief system from a given writer’s works is problematic – indeed, it seems likely that early modern people approached preternatural phenomena in a similar spirit of enquiry, theorizing and confusion to that we see today. Some have left us an account of their conclusions, but we know from the example of King James VI and I himself that conclusions could change over the course of time. The King James who wrote Daemonologie in the 1590s appears to have rather different working assumptions from the King James who rejected the claims of apparent victims of possession in the first decades of the seventeenth century. Who is to say that Shakespeare did not experience similar shifts of opinion, or entertain recurrent doubts?

We hope that you find Shakespeare’s Demonology both a useful reference point and a stimulus to further scholarly work on key terms and ideas.

Textual note: This dictionary is based on Marvin Spevack’s Complete and Systematic Concordance to the Works of Shakespeare (Hildesheim: Georg Olms, 1974), and thus on the Riverside Shakespeare’s Complete Works (Boston: Wadsworth Cengage Learning; first edition 1974, wonderfully rich second edition 1997). It excludes plays tentatively and partly attributed to Shakespeare in modernity, such as Edward III and Sir Thomas More, but includes 1 Henry VI and Henry VIII (the latter perhaps written with John Fletcher) which were credited to him by his contemporaries, the editors of the First Folio, in 1623, Pericles which, although it is not in the Folio, appeared under his name in 1609, and The Two Noble Kinsmen, attributed to John Fletcher and Shakespeare as co-authors on its title-page in 1634 – thus, early enough for it to be likely that its well-connected publisher was correctly informed. Most of the demonological material from Thomas Middleton’s The Witch (c. 1615; London, 1778) which ended up in what may be a post-Shakespearean revision of Macbeth is also excluded, although the insertions are discussed when they impact on uncontestedly Shakespearean scenes. In the text of the dictionary, plays and poems are referred to by abbreviated titles or the first letters of key words although in the bibliography journal titles are given in full, for convenience of consultation. Throughout, Cresswell (2010), Crystal and Crystal (2002), Hoad (1996), Knowles (2006), Onions (1996) and Opie and Tatem (1996) have been of great assistance. With longer entries, the first section (A) is an encyclopaedia-style entry, setting out basic information on the topic. The second section (B) is a guided tour of citations from the plays and poems in which the entry-word appears. The final section (C) consists of an annotated bibliography, indicating where particular aspects of the entry can be explored in more depth.
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