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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         Harry Potter is in the ascendant and Wicca is one of the fastest-growing religions in the world today; in the twenty-first century witches and witchcraft still have us under a timeless magical spell. Harry Potter’s phenomenal success owes much to author J.K. Rowling’s masterful ability to bring to life some powerful archetypal figures. The witch, the wizard, the magician; we all intuitively know who they are and what they can do. Transformers, shape-shifters, healers, soothsayers, challengers, destroyers; every culture has its witches and wizards and in every culture they are both admired and feared. Young Harry Potter and his school friends neatly sum up the Western fairytale vision of the witch and the wizard. They fly on broomsticks, wear pointy hats, cast spells with magic wands, brew up potions in cauldrons, refer to dusty grimoires of magical instruction, and keep toads and owls as helpful familiars. To board the Hogwarts Express is to leave reality far behind and to enter a world of fairytale dreamscapes and collective imagining, in which good and evil become a question of black and white and no one stops to ask how witches and wizards came to possess their awesome supernatural abilities.
         
 
         Back in the real world, however, it is just such questions of good and evil, of natural and supernatural, which have long been at the core of our perceptions of witchcraft, and have shaped the role of witches and witchcraft in our society, often with deadly consequences. This Brief History looks at the relationship between the witch and society in European history. It is time-bound, geography-bound, and, most importantly, reality-bound. It does not deal with fairytale witchcraft, modern pagan witchcraft or witchcraft in non-European cultures. That said, to avoid misunderstanding and confusion, we should perhaps stop for a moment and define exactly what we mean by historical witchcraft and, in particular, how it differs from the modern pagan religion of Wicca. There have been many misconceptions amongst modern pagan witches about the origins of their faith and its relationship to the witchcraft of history. Recently, the scholar Ronald Hutton, in his book The Triumph of the Moon, has undertaken the first professional historical analysis of the birth of what he calls ‘the only religion England has ever given the world’, and Wicca has finally been given a firm historical foundation on which to rest, one based on sound academic principles and not on half-truths and romantic myth.
         
 
         Perhaps the easiest way to approach the confusion and discrepancies that exist between modern pagan witchcraft and historical witchcraft is to look at the subject in terms of the two classical systems of thought that underpin each type of witchcraft. Whilst the magical element of Wicca is ultimately a child (or at least a great-great-great-great-grandchild) of the Neo-Platonic Renaissance, historical witchcraft beliefs had their foundations in medieval Aristotelian thought. The Aristotelian scholars of the Middle Ages believed that magic could only be performed with the aid of demons, hence the accusation that all witchcraft was the work of the Devil. The Renaissance thinkers, however, postulated that magic was a natural science and that absolutely no demons were necessary in order for humans to relate magically to their environment. Whilst Neo-Platonism posited a natural explanation for magic, Aristotelianism posited a supernatural explanation.
         
 
         The Neo-Platonic system of thought became the dominant one amongst occultists who, since the Renaissance, have largely viewed the practice of magic in Neo-Platonic terms as an entirely natural phenomenon. In modern Wicca this Neo-Platonic occult philosophy of Natural Magic has found a bedfellow in the pantheistic pagan spirituality born out of the eighteenth-century Romantic movement. Wicca has given structure to a religious impulse that animates and imbues the whole of the natural world with a vital life force that moves in cycles of both generation and destruction and permeates and connects every living being. Gods, goddesses, faeries and spirits are viewed either as personifications of this holistic life force or as non-material entities arising from nature. There is no particular concept of good and evil, and man-made evils are generally seen as the result of alienation from nature and the life force that sustains it.
         
 
         This witchcraft is a whole world (and system of thought) away from the witchcraft that began to take shape under the dominant Aristotelian worldview of the Christian Middle Ages and eventually settled into its classic stereotypical form towards the end of the fifteenth century. It is this view of witchcraft with which we will concern ourselves throughout the rest of this book. In this view, the witch was believed to make a pact with the Devil, whom she worshipped at nocturnal gatherings known as the Sabbat (or Sabbath), which usually took place in some wild and remote area or cave. She flew to the Sabbat with her fellow witches, usually on a broomstick, and there they paid homage to the Devil, whom they worshipped. They invoked demons, cooked up gruesome feasts consisting largely of the flesh of unbaptised babies, and then extinguished the lights and copulated indiscriminately with whomever was closest to hand. The Devil himself, or one of his lesser demons, presided over these Sabbats, and he usually appeared in the form of a man described as being black or dressed in black. At other times he appeared in the form of a goat, a dog, a cat, a toad, or some other animal. The Devil baptised his witches with a special identifying mark, known as the Devil’s Mark, and they served him by committing various acts of maleficia, malicious and harmful sorcery, which usually took the form of bewitching their neighbours’ cattle or children, blasting crops, and causing illness and death in their local communities. The witches gained their magical abilities from the Devil and were often aided in their destructive work by demons, who frequently took the form of familiars, or magical pets.
         
 
         Whilst the ideological foundations for this witchcraft lie in the Middle Ages, it was not a medieval invention. It occurs both before and after the medieval era. Belief in witchcraft can be traced back into antiquity and the widespread persecution of witches popularly known as the Witch Craze did not get under way in earnest until the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Most of us are familiar with the so-called ‘Burning Times’, in which those accused of witchcraft were tortured and burnt at the stake. The seemingly epidemic proportions of these executions has led to the term ‘craze’ being applied to these outbreaks of witch-hunting, which appear to the modern observer to have been the result of some form of mass hysteria. To a large extent, the Witch Craze was a Western European phenomenon and witchcraft developed very differently in Western Europe than it did in Britain and the peripheral regions of Europe. In fact, the main force of the Witch Craze was concentrated within a relatively small central band of Western Europe encompassing France and Germany. The historian Robert Thurston has observed that ‘one could draw a circle with a 300-mile radius around Strasbourg that would encompass well over 50 per cent of all witch trials’.
         
 
         Historians have long sought to explain why the Witch Craze took place when and where it did. It is a phenomenon peculiar to a particular moment in European history, yet the belief in witchcraft was nothing new, and certainly not limited to Europe. The historical study of witchcraft has focused primarily on piecing together the many elements of European witch beliefs that ultimately combined to cause the deaths of an estimated 40,000 people for the alleged ‘crime’ of witchcraft during the Witch Craze. Many functional theories have been put forward to try to explain the Witch Craze, from social, economic and religious strife to the oppression of women and the need to find scapegoats on whom to blame misfortunes and natural disasters. While all these theories have a valid role to play in understanding the many factors that contributed to both the rise of witch-hunting in general and individual witch-hunts in particular, none of them satisfactorily explains the entire phenomenon. There is no ‘one size fits all’ theory that adequately covers the history of European witchcraft. Modern historians have concentrated on examining the relationships between the many cultural, religious and legal strands that gradually accumulated and evolved throughout the Middle Ages and into the early modern period and that created the unique set of conditions which allowed the Witch Craze to find form. Both the classic stereotype of the witch that developed on the Continent and the Devil she was alleged to serve were composite figures drawn from a number of different ideological and cultural sources, and fed by a variety of changes in the legal and social make-up of European society over a number of centuries. The belief in witchcraft did not fully exist in its classic, stereotypical form until the end of the fifteenth century, and it is to the preceding centuries that historians must look in order to unearth the origins of the witch beliefs that laid the foundations for the Witch Craze.  
         
  
         Witches and witchcraft have always been present in society in one form or another. In early medieval Europe common sorcerers and cunning folk were largely tolerated as part of the social fabric of daily life. Most jurisdictions had laws against using magic to inflict harm or cause death but prosecutions were not widespread. By the late medieval period and into the early modern period, however, witchcraft had taken on a very new and distinct meaning. The causes for this change in perception were mainly rooted in a new paranoia that was shaking the foundations of European society. Between the years 1000 and 1400 Europe underwent a major transformation in its social and political outlook. The military threat posed by invading Muslim armies, the split with the eastern Orthodox Church, the rise of heresy and the devastating arrival of the Black Death all combined to create a new siege mentality in the European psyche that would radically alter many aspects of social, spiritual and political life. Medieval Europe perceived itself as under attack and the later Middle Ages were overflowing with conspiracy theories; Jews, lepers, heretics and infidels were all targeted as the new ‘enemies from within’, plotting to destroy European Christendom in a diabolical conspiracy engineered by Satan himself. Gradually the figure of the witch began to emerge as the ultimate symbol of this covert evil working against society from within and the paranoia of the Middle Ages was carried over into the early modern period, sustained and propelled by a deep-seated fear of the Devil.
         
 
         In this Brief History we will take a look at the origins of some of the ideological, cultural and legal developments that led to the formation of Continental European witch beliefs and analyse the main components of the classic witchcraft stereotype. We will also examine witch beliefs in the English-speaking world and how they differed from those on the Continent. We will conclude by taking a look at some of the theories that have attempted to answer the question of whether or not an actual witch cult ever really existed.
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            A BRIEF GUIDE TO THE DEVIL AND ALL HIS WORKS
            

         
 
         At the very heart of historical witchcraft beliefs lies the ominous figure of the Devil. Despite the increasing secularisation of much of Western culture the Devil is still firmly ingrained in our imaginations. We all think we know who the Devil is. He is Satan, the Prince of Darkness, author of all evil, also known as Lucifer, Beelzebub and many other names. He has horns, cloven hooves and a tail, and carries a pitchfork. He delights in leading sinners astray and ensnaring souls. His abode is the fiery pits of Hell and he commands vast legions of demons. But our ideas about the Devil are actually the conflation of a number of different influences that gradually merged and became more powerful and distinct during the course of the Middle Ages.
         
 
         
         
 
         Unravelling the Threads
         
 
         
            And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. (Revelations 12:9)
            

         
 
         The singular concept of the Devil that emerged during the Middle Ages was a synthesis of various Biblical and mythical figures and textual references. Primary among these were the adversary who tempts both Job in the Old Testament and Christ in the New Testament, the rebel leader of the fallen angels who became known as Lucifer and was associated with the morning star, and the serpent who tricked Eve in the Garden of Eden. Also evident was the influence of the dualist ideology of the Persian Zoroastrian religion, and the Devil’s physical appearance owes its origins to the old gods of pagan Europe.
         
 
         The Adversary
         
 
         The Hebrew word satan means ‘adversary’, ‘accuser’ or ‘obstructer’. In the Old Testament it seems to refer both to angels and to humans and simply to denote one who opposes or obstructs. In Numbers 22, for example, an angel of the Lord places himself in the way of Balaam to prevent him leaving: ‘And God’s anger was kindled because he went: and the angel of the Lord stood in the way for an adversary against him’. This is also the Islamic understanding of Satan, and the equivalent Arabic word is ‘shaitan’.
         
 
         In the Book of Job, an angel of the Lord with the title of Satan, or Ha-Satan (the prefix ‘Ha’ simply meaning ‘The’), takes on a more distinct and individuated personality but he is still a member of God’s divine court. He acts only with the full permission of God and appears in Heaven before the throne of God, alongside the other ‘Sons of God’. God asks Ha-Satan for his opinion regarding a man named Job, whom God considers to be ‘perfect and upright’. Satan suggests that Job is only faithful because God showers him with riches and good fortune and asks for God’s leave to test the faith of Job, attempting to provoke Job into cursing God by subjecting him to great adversity. His role here is not to create evil but rather to expose evil in the hearts of men by challenging their loyalty to God. Satan and God talk together with great familiarity and it seems clear that God has entrusted Satan to act on His behalf to uncover sinfulness.
         
 
         In the New Testament Satan again appears as a more distinct personality, and this time he tests the faith of Christ Himself by tempting Him in the wilderness. We are not told if God has specifically sent Satan to perform this task, but he does appear to be reprising the role he took in the Book of Job.
         
 
         The Fallen Angel
         
 
         One persistent myth relating to the Devil is that he was once an angel in heaven, the highest of all the angels, but that he rebelled against God and was cast out of heaven and fell to earth. Various versions of the story blame the angel’s fall on his pride and his refusal to bow down to God’s creation, Adam. This version of the story appears in the Koran, where the angel is called Iblis. After his fall Iblis declares himself to be the enemy of mankind and dedicates himself to leading them astray, starting with Adam and Eve (or ‘Hawwa’, as she is known in the Koran) in the Garden of Eden, whom he tricks into eating the forbidden fruit. In the Yezidi faith the angel is called Melek Ta’us (meaning ‘God’s Angel’), the Peacock Angel, who was the first created of all beings. According to Yezidi tradition, Melek Ta’us cried for 7,000 years in repentance for his disobedience and God forgave him. Melek Ta’us is the central deity of the Yezidi faith whose followers believe God gave the earth to be ruled over by him and that he is the Lord of This World.
         
 
         Another version of the story tells how a group of angels descended to earth and intermarried with mortal women. The legend is only indirectly referred to in the Bible. Genesis 6 briefly alludes to the story:
         
 
         
            And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born unto them. That the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives all of which they chose … There were giants in the earth in those days; and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bare children to them, the same became mighty men which were of old, men of renown.
            

         
 
         In the original Hebrew the word ‘giants’ was rendered as ‘nephilim’, meaning ‘fallen ones’, a word derived from ‘naphal’, meaning ‘to fall’. The apocryphal First Book of Enoch further elaborates on this story. It tells how a group of about two hundred angels called the Grigori, or ‘Watchers’, was set by God to watch over humanity. However, these Watchers, persuaded by their leaders Samyaza and Azazel, defied God and intermarried with mortal women, begetting children by them. The Grigori further angered God by teaching their mortal wives and children many previously secret angelic arts, including enchantments, metalwork, astrology, meteorology and the use of cosmetics. The children of this union were a race of giant demons called the Nephilim, who wrought havoc upon the earth, prompting God to send the Great Flood to wipe them out. God punished the Watchers by imprisoning them ‘in the valleys of the earth’ until Judgement Day.
         
 
         The Morning Star
         
 
         As the third brightest object in the sky after the sun and moon, the planet Venus, the morning star, has a long mythic association with the rebel leader of the fallen angels. In St Jerome’s fifth-century Vulgate Latin translation of the Bible he uses the name Lucifer in a passage in Isaiah 14, which Jewish scholars generally agree refers to the oppressive Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar:
         
 
         
            How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how art thou cut down to the ground … For thou hast said in thine heart, I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God … I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; I will be like the most high. Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, to the sides of the pit.
            

         
 
         In the original Hebrew this reference to Lucifer is given as ‘Helel, Son of Shahar’. Helel was a Babylonian god of the morning star, whose father, Shahar, was god of the dawn. In his translation St Jerome uses the Roman name for the morning star, Lucifer, which means ‘light bringer’ or ‘light bearer’, the herald of dawn. Some Jewish scholars have suggested that, in comparing Nebuchadnezzar with the morning star, the Old Testament prophet was drawing on an older (probably Babylonian) myth concerning the morning star and its fall from heaven. Post-exile Jewish legend sees Samyaza suspended, like the morning star, between heaven and earth after being cast out of heaven, an idea echoed in the Second Book of Enoch, where Samyaza is called Sataniel, and which includes the passage, ‘And I threw him out from the height with his angels, and he was flying in the air continuously above the bottomless.’
         
 
         Whilst some modern Christians now believe that the name Lucifer should not be identified with Satan, the early Church Fathers believed that Lucifer, although not the proper name of the Devil, was the name that represented him in his fallen state.
         
 
         The Problem of Evil
         
 
         God, for the strictly monotheistic early Jews, was the sole author of creation, both good and evil, and they had no concept of a separate principle of evil. Isaiah 45:7 states: ‘I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the Lord do all these things’. The exile of the Jews in Babylonia, however, was to have a profound and lasting effect on Jewish perceptions of the nature of evil. The Zoroastrian religion of their new Persian rulers was dualistic; the God of Light, Ahura Mazda, in his manifestation as the Spirit of Truth, was locked into a ceaseless battle with Ahriman, the Spirit of Falsehood. This battle between good and evil would rage until the end of time, when Ahura Mazda would ultimately triumph and Ahriman would finally be destroyed. In later post-exile Jewish thought Satan began to take on a distinct identity and personality of his own. Influenced by the figure of Ahriman, Satan became a repository of evil and a subversive agent, tempting mankind to turn away from God’s goodness.
         
 
         The influence of Persian dualism was inherent in Christianity from the start. For Christian theologians, God was unequivocally good. But the goodness of God left the early Church Fathers with a doctrinal problem. How could a benevolent and omnipotent God allow suffering and evil to exist in the world? Increasingly, the answer came in the form of a separate principle of evil, personified in the form of the Devil. The New Testament Satan was viewed as the adversary not just of mankind but of Christ as well, and thus the foundations were laid for the cosmic battle between the Kingdom of Christ and the Kingdom of Satan, who would, like Ahriman, finally be defeated at the Second Coming.
         
 
         The Devil in the Middle Ages
         
 
         The influence of Persian dualism became most pronounced in the ideas of medieval heretics such as the Bogomils and Cathars, many of whom practised extreme asceticism and greatly exaggerated the powers of Satan in the world. The Bogomils held that Satan was Christ’s elder brother. According to many heretics, the world belonged entirely to Satan and he ruled over it like a prince or a god. They abhorred the flesh of their earthly incarnations and stressed the spiritual freedom of the Kingdom of Christ in the hereafter. Like Judaism before it, official Church doctrine never assigned Satan the same independence as the Persian Ahriman and, although he eventually assumed many of God’s darker aspects as the creator of evil, Satan still acted only with the permission of the one true God. This theological distinction, however, had little impact on the masses and popular fears about the immanence of Satan’s Kingdom and his ability to do evil were heavily swayed by heretical dualist thought, which elevated Satan to a position that was coeval with God.
         
 
         The medieval scholastics ascribed certain powers to the Devil, and their view became the orthodox one, but they came nowhere near attributing to the Devil the same earthly power or position the heretics claimed he had. According to the scholastics, the Devil could not alter or create physical substance in any way, since this was the exclusive preserve of God as the sole creator of the universe. The Devil was restricted to working with God’s creation and only with God’s permission. The Devil was believed to inhabit the realm of air and, as a result, the scholastics believed that he and his demons had the ability to produce illusions and control local motion. They could take on physical appearance by compressing various vapours into aerial bodies. In this form, they could participate in certain acts, including sexual intercourse, and one highly controversial theory posited that, in this form, they could procreate with the use of borrowed semen. Alternatively the Devil and his demons could also possess the body of another and take control of that person’s bodily functions. The Devil’s power to produce illusions meant that he could delude people into believing they had been the subject of certain supernatural experiences when, in fact, they had only imagined them. When witches believed they flew or people complained that they had been magically transformed into animals, for example, the orthodox view insisted that they were merely suffering under delusions caused by the Devil.
         
 
         Depictions of the Devil
         
 
         When the gods of the old pagan religions became the Devil of the new they also gave Satan a new visual identity; his characteristic horns, tail and cloven hooves were borrowed directly from deities such as the Gaulish hunting god Cernunnos and the Greek nature god Pan. Popular names for the Devil like Old Nick, Old Horny, Old Scratch or Good Fellow were also taken straight from the Devil’s pagan predecessors, who lingered on in popular folkloric beliefs throughout Europe long after the introduction of Christianity. The physical descriptions of the Devil that emerge during the Middle Ages and dominate witchcraft trials have very little in common with the Biblical Satan, and largely owe their characteristics to the old European pagan gods and animistic nature spirits who were demonised by the Christian clerics. As well as his classic Pan-like incarnation the Devil was also variously described as being a black man, a large black dog, a cat, a toad, a goat or other horned animal.
         
 
         The origin of the Devil’s appearance as a black man is unclear and first occurs in the eleventh century. Often he was simply described as a man dressed in black. A seventeenth century English witch named Jane Wallis typically described the appearance of just such a figure:
         
 
         
            … there appeared in the shape of a man in black cloaths and blackish cloaths about five weeks past, and bid her good-morrow, and shee asked what his name was, and he said his name was Blackeman.
            

         
 
         The many depictions of the Virgin Mary as black demonstrate that the colour black was not exclusively associated with the Devil, and descriptions of the Devil’s black clothing may owe more to Northern European folkloric beliefs about the attire of the Faeries than to any specific religious or racial ideas. The perceived threat, both ideologically and militarily, posed by Islam in the Middle Ages is likely to have had at least some influence on the association of the Devil with the colour black and with descriptions of his black countenance. The Islamic scholar Idries Shah has noted that in Arabic the words black, wise, knowledge and understanding all come from the root sound FHM and that, among the Sufis, black is synonymous with wisdom. The word sayed, meaning ‘prince’, comes from the root sound SWD, which also means black. Shah also notes that the banner of the Prophet Mohammed was originally black and that the Kaaba, the Holy of Holies at Mecca, is draped in black. In medieval Europe, Islam was a very real enemy. The Arab occupation of Moorish Spain from the eighth to the fifteenth centuries brought Europe directly into contact with Islamic culture, and Islam became firmly identified with the Kingdom of Satan. The eleventh century, in which the Devil as black man makes his first recorded appearance, saw not only sustained military campaigns against the Moors in southern Spain but also the first Crusade to reclaim the Holy Land from the Muslim ‘infidels’ in 1095.
         
 
         The great crusading order of the Knights Templar was itself suppressed for heresy between 1307 and 1314 and was accused of having completely relinquished control of the order to the Devil, whom the Templars were alleged to worship in the form of a black cat. The Templars were also charged with worshipping a false idol called Baphomet, in the form of a disembodied head. It has often been suggested that the name Baphomet derived from a misinterpretation of the name Mahomet, a variation of Mohammed, because the medieval Church erroneously believed that Muslims worshipped idols. However, a more likely derivation of the name seems to be from the Arabic word abufihamat. Many of the Templars would have been fluent in Arabic. According to Shah, abufihamat means ‘father of understanding’, and is closely related to the Sufi concept of the ‘head of knowledge’, representing the refinement of human consciousness – what Shah calls ‘the symbol of the completed man’. Hugh de Payens, one of the founders of the Templars, was said to have displayed an image of three black human heads on his shield, and Shah identifies the black head, the Negro head and the Turk’s or Saracen’s head, still found in heraldry and old English pub names as a direct descendant of the Sufi heads of knowledge.
         
 
         Debate still rages over whether the Templars were actually guilty of any of the charges levelled against them, which also included homosexuality, infanticide and invoking demons, or whether the charges were entirely politically motivated. However, the discovery in 1945 of a painting of a disembodied head that has been carbon-dated to around 1280 certainly throws an interesting new light on the Baphomet charges. The head, known as the ‘Panel Painting’, was uncovered in an outhouse in the small Somerset village of Templecombe, where it appears to have remained hidden for centuries. From 1185 onwards, Templecombe became the West of England base for the Templars’ vast operations across Europe and the Middle East. The head now hangs in the village church, where it is more popularly believed to be the head of Christ as depicted on the Shroud of Turin or the Mandylion, although some have suggested it may in fact be the head of St John the Baptist.
         
 
         The Devil was also often popularly depicted as the Goat of Mendes, an ancient Egyptian he-goat deity who was reputed to have copulated with his female followers in much the same way that the Devil was believed to copulate with his worshippers. Witches were sometimes depicted paying homage to Satan by kissing the anus of a goat, or goat-like figure. This kiss became known as the Osculum Infame, or Obscene Kiss, and both heretics and, later, witches were routinely accused of bestowing it on the Devil, in whatever form he appeared to them. The nineteenth-century occultist Eliphas Lévi took aspects of the Goat of Mendes and added them to his depiction of Baphomet, which he believed represented the balancing unity of the universe. Lévi depicted his Baphomet as a winged figure that was half-human, half-goat, with female breasts and a flaming torch sprouting from between his horns. Although this figure has now entered the popular imagination as the archetypal depiction of Satan, this was never Lévi’s intention and Baphomet has very little to do with the Devil of the witchcraft trials, except in Lévi’s own assertion that it was, in fact, Baphomet and not the Devil whom the witches really worshipped.
         
 
         The Protestant Reformers
         
 
         Satan’s presence in the world was further strengthened and reinforced during the Reformation. The Reformation and Counter-Reformation movements both stressed the need for a personal militancy against the all-pervasive Kingdom of Satan, and the zeal of the new Protestant preachers was equally matched by the fervour of the Counter-Reformation Catholic reformers. Although the great witch-hunting age of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries coincided with the Reformation and Counter-Reformation era, the Reformation itself cannot be seen as directly responsible for the sharp increase in the outbreaks of prosecutions for witchcraft that took place during the period. However, both reform movements played an indirect role in contributing to the rise in witch-hunting by focusing on Satan’s diabolical power over the world.
         
 
         Crucially, the great Protestant reformers like Martin Luther and Jean Calvin did not challenge or reject the accepted thinking about the Devil, and neither Luther nor Calvin deviated from the traditional Catholic view that, although the Devil’s power was great, he still needed the permission of God to act and would inevitably be defeated at the end of the world. However, both thinkers heavily emphasised the awesome nature of Satan’s power and encouraged a climate of fear. Luther painted a very clear picture of the threat:
         
 
         
         
 
         
            Moreover, it cannot be denied but that the devil liveth, yea, and reigneth throughout the whole world … Furthermore, we are all subject to the devil, both in body and goods; and we be strangers in this world, whereof he is the prince and god. Therefore the bread which we eat, the drink which we drink, the garments which we wear, yea, the air, and whatsoever we live by in the flesh, is under his dominion.
            

         
 
         In many respects this statement closely resembles the dualist beliefs of the medieval Bogomil and Cathar heretics in declaring that the Devil was not only omnipresent and powerful in the world but that he was the natural ruler of it, the Prince of This World mentioned in John 12:31. Although he could not possibly defeat God, the Devil had the upper hand in this world, and Luther therefore enjoined every true Christian to be vigilant against the treacherous forces that were continually at work.
         
 
         The writings of Jean Calvin clarified the scriptural foundations upon which this Protestant view of Satan’s power rested. He emphasised the Devil’s boldness and military-style prowess and insisted that he was an enemy in possession ‘of every conceivable weapon and of skill in the science of warfare’. Calvin exhorted the true Christian to engage in military service and declare a lifetime of war on the Kingdom of Satan. ‘If we are minded to affirm Christ’s Kingdom as we ought,’ he wrote, ‘we must wage irreconcilable war with him who is plotting its ruin.’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            2
 
            THE PACT

         
 
         Central to the development of the classic witchcraft stereotype was the belief that witches made a pact with the Devil in order to gain their supernatural powers and abilities. The development of this concept of the pact was instrumental in repositioning witchcraft as heresy and transforming the practitioners of simple maleficia and common sorcery into dangerous heretics who had renounced Christ in order to serve their new master, the Devil.
         
 
         The Aristotelian worldview of the medieval scholastics convinced them that all forms of sorcery and magic lay in the realm of the Devil, and were at his command. God gave him permission to retain this power, but anything of a magical nature derived its efficacy from the Devil. According to this view there could be no such thing as ‘white’ or beneficent magic, and the scholastics argued that anyone who practised magic of any kind was dealing with the Devil. And the Devil, not known for his spontaneous generosity of spirit, didn’t do anything without wanting something in return. Herein lay the seeds of the pact, as scholastic theologians began to surmise that, in order to carry out any kind of magical act, one would first have to offer the Devil some kind of recompense or reverence, and this amounted to nothing less than heresy and apostasy. The practitioner of magic was, by implication, denying God his supreme position in the universe and was offering to the Devil that which was due exclusively to God. St Thomas Aquinas, champion of Aristotle and the leading scholastic theologian of the thirteenth century, concerned himself with this question:
         
 
         
            It remains for us to inquire whence the magic arts derive their efficacy: a question that will present no difficulty if we consider their mode of operation … the significative words employed by the magician are invocations, supplications, adjurations, or even commands as though he were addressing another … Therefore the magic arts derive their efficacy from another intelligent being, to whom the magician’s words are addressed … This is also proved by the sacrifices, prostrations and other similar practices, which can be nothing else than signs of reverence shown to an intellectual nature.
            

         
 
         Demons and Demonologists
         
 
         An important component in the medieval concept of magic was the knowledge and study of demons, which came to be known as demonology. Instrumental in inspiring the foundations of this demonology were the ideas about Lucifer and the fallen angels. Elaborate hierarchies of demons began to evolve amongst the demonologists who set about the task of categorising them and delimiting their individual powers. They had quite a list from which to choose. Estimates of the numbers of demons controlled by Satan often ran into the millions. Revelations 20:8 makes a reference to Satan’s armies, ‘the number of whom is as of the sand of the sea’.
         
 
         The practice of a form of high magic known as necromancy became increasingly popular during the thirteenth century when many learned men began to conjure these demons in an attempt to gain hidden knowledge and perform acts of magic. Necromancy was practised in many royal and, perhaps rather surprisingly, even some Papal courts, and was the preserve of wealthy and well-educated men. Various grimoires, or books of magical instruction, began to appear describing the complex rituals necessary to conjure and control these demons. One of the most famous of these grimoires was the Goetia, or Lesser Key of Solomon, which gives details pertaining to seventy-two of the fallen angels. The Goetia tells the story of how King Solomon captured the fallen angels and locked them safely away in a container that was fastened with a magical seal. The container was later discovered, however, and the demons accidentally released, and the grimoire goes on to explain how the necromancer might command these demons and make them do his bidding by utilising certain aspects of the formula of Solomon’s seal.
         
 
         The learned necromancers, in their conjuration of demons, reinforced the beliefs of theologians that all acts of magic were performed with the aid of demons and thus the charge of heresy and pact began to attach itself to the low magic, or maleficia, of common witches as well. In 1398, after debating the matter, the scholastics at the University of Paris declared that maleficia was indeed a heresy. The theoretical difference that emerged between the learned necromancer and the common witch, however, amounted to the fine line between commanding a demon and serving one. The necromancer conjured demons in order to command them to perform acts of magic. He controlled the demons and compelled them to do his bidding. The lowly witch, on the other hand, was not considered nearly so clever and was merely the servant of the Devil, there to do his bidding in return for the power to commit magical acts. In terms of who was condemned for witchcraft and who wasn’t this was an important distinction. The witch was guilty of explicit idolatry; the necromancer’s actions only implied it.
         
 
         Renaissance and Reformation Attitudes
         
 
         Ever mindful of ending up on the wrong side of the torture chamber door the learned magicians, or magi, of the Renaissance sought to foster a clear distinction between their art and the art of the damnable witch, which they argued was little more than peasant superstition. They began to draw upon a sophisticated Neo-Platonic vision of the universe that moved the magic arts into the realm of natural science and away from any implications of demonic pact. Aristotelian scholasticism held a strictly rational and narrowly defined worldview; anything of an irrational nature was deemed to be outside the realm of the natural world and therefore supernatural and necessarily demonic in origin. The Neo-Platonism of the occult philosophers of the Renaissance widened the scope of what was considered natural. Renaissance Man and his universe were mutually and intrinsically connected by a ‘world soul’. What happened on the microcosmic level had a corresponding effect on the macrocosmic level, and vice versa. According to the principle of ‘as above, so below’, it was now considered entirely natural, for example, that, as the planets traversed the skies above, the effects of their movements should be felt on the earth below and in the lives of men. Everything had a natural order and a corresponding effect, and was therefore measurable and predictable. Most importantly, all this occurred without any intervention from demons. It was the beginnings of a mechanistic view of the universe but it was a view that still had a soul. The highly influential magus Henry Cornelius Agrippa exemplified this approach and, in his 1531 text De Occulta Philosophia (translated into English as Three Books of Occult Philosophy), he described magic as ‘this most perfect, and chief science, that sacred, and sublimer kind of philosophy, and lastly the most absolute perfection of all most excellent philosophy’.
         
 
         The humanist arguments of the Renaissance magi, however, had no discernible impact on beliefs about or prosecutions for witchcraft, and it was not until the advent of Cartesian rationalism in the seventeenth century that a serious ideological challenge to the dominance of medieval scholasticism was finally mounted. The position of Renaissance sceptics like Agrippa and the German doctor Johann Weyer, who argued that those who believed themselves to be witches were actually suffering from a form of mental illness, proved largely ineffectual in changing the tide of opinion and belief. There were two major stumbling blocks to the position held by the Renaissance magi. Firstly, they failed to deny the existence of the Devil, to whom they still attributed the power to induce delusions and, secondly, they also failed to deny the efficacy of magic, which they still continued to practise, albeit with a Neo-Platonic flavour. As a result, the witch-hunting opposition found it easy to demolish their arguments against the reality of witchcraft, central to which were both the belief in the power of the Devil and in the efficacy of the witches’ magic.
         
 
         Reformation thought also reinforced the view that witches made pacts with the Devil and worshipped him as a false idol. Luther believed witches were not as common in his day as they had been when he was a child because the light of the revealed gospel had forced the Devil into retreat. But he still believed that witches made a covenant with the Devil and were therefore guilty of what he called ‘spiritual sorcery’, which was the bewitching of God. The bewitchment of God was, for Luther, a crime far more serious than merely bewitching cattle or children and he argued that witches were guilty of idolatry and should therefore be damned as heretics.
         
 
         Cautionary tales about pacts with the Devil began to circulate throughout Europe as early as the ninth century. Archbishop Hincmar of Reims published a treatise in 860 warning against the dangers of magic in which he described one such pact. Desiring the attentions of a beautiful young girl, a boy approached a magician for help. The magician said he would gladly do what he could but that the boy must be prepared to renounce Christ in writing. The boy agreed and the magician set out a letter to the Devil, offering him the new recruit. The boy took the letter and that night held it up in the air and called out for the Devil. The Devil appeared and in a mockery of the Christian baptism asked the boy,
         
 
         ‘Do you believe in me?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ replied the boy, ‘I believe in you.’
 
         ‘Do you renounce Christ?’ the Devil went on.
 
         ‘Yes,’ responded the boy, ‘I renounce Christ.’
 
         The Devil then continued by telling the boy that he was fed up with Christians regularly coming to him and asking for his help and then relying on the mercy of Christ afterwards for forgiveness.
         
 
         ‘I want you to sign up in writing,’ he told the boy, ‘so that you won’t be able to back out later.’
         
 
         The boy agreed, signed on the dotted line, and the Devil, as requested, caused the girl to fall in love with him. But, when the girl’s father refused to let her marry the boy, the girl began to realise that she was in the Devil’s power and, unable to stop loving the boy, she feared that she would die. Racked with guilt, the boy finally confessed and only with the intervention of St Basil was the girl released from her torments.
         
 
         The Devils of Loudun
         
 
         The trial of Father Urbain Grandier at Loudun in 1634 is one of the most famous trials in the history of European witchcraft and is, perhaps, one of the most notorious cases of an alleged pact with the Devil ever recorded. In fact, so concrete was this pact that it was actually produced as evidence in court, and the sheer audacity and transparency of his politically inspired persecutors cost Grandier his life in the most hideous and cruel manner imaginable.
         
 
         Father Urbain Grandier was the parish priest of St Pierre du Marché in the town of Loudun in France. Handsome, rich and charming, he wrote a treatise against celibacy in the priesthood and liberally practised what he preached amongst the local female population. He was even rumoured to have fathered a child by Philippa Trincant, the daughter of the king’s solicitor. He was also an opponent of Cardinal Richelieu, and was alleged to have once penned a defamatory pamphlet against him. At the time of the allegations against Grandier, Richelieu was attempting to have Loudun’s defensive battlements demolished in his efforts to stamp out the Huguenots. Both the Catholic and Protestant residents of Loudun opposed Richelieu’s intentions, fearing they would be left defenceless against invading armies, and Grandier managed to prevent the work from proceeding for a time.
         
 
         The allegations against Grandier began when the Mother Superior of the local Ursuline convent, Jeanne des Anges, began to exhibit bizarre symptoms, falling into convulsive fits and reporting sexually explicit dreams in which Father Grandier tempted her to commit lewd acts. It was not long before the other nuns began to join in, as one contemporary witness observed:
         
 
         
            They struck their chests and backs with their heads, as if their necks were broken, and with inconceivable rapidity. They twisted their arms at the joints of the shoulder, the elbow, or the wrist, two or three times around. Lying on their stomachs, they joined the palms of their hands to the soles of their feet; their faces became so frightful one could not bear to look at them; their eyes remained open without winking. Their tongues issued suddenly from their mouths, horribly swollen, black, hard, and covered with pimples … They threw themselves back till their heads touched their feet, and walked in this position … They uttered cries so horrible and so loud that nothing like it was ever heard before. They made use of expressions so indecent as to shame the most debauched of men, while their acts, both in exposing themselves and inviting lewd behaviour from those present would have astonished the inmates of the lowest brothels in the country.
            

         
 
         Jeanne des Anges turned for help to Father Mignon, a relative of Philippa Trincant and an enemy of Grandier. Mignon, it is said, now saw the perfect opportunity to turn events in his favour and bring about Grandier’s downfall. Some accounts suggest that it was Mignon who approached Jeanne des Anges and asked her to feign her symptoms in the first place. As Mignon set about exorcising the nuns, Jeanne des Anges announced that she was being possessed by two demons, Asmodeus and Zabulon, and that they had been sent to torment her by Father Grandier in the form of a bouquet of roses cast over the convent walls. Grandier, quite sensibly, became alarmed at the accusations against him and ordered that the nuns be confined to their cells. This failed and Grandier was forced to appeal to Archbishop Soudis of Bordeaux, who despatched his physician to examine the nuns. Finding no evidence of diabolical activity, Soudis ordered an end to the exorcisms and had the nuns confined to their cells. Peace was restored to the convent, but only for a few short months.
         
 
         A priest named Jean de Laubardemont, a relative of Jeanne des Anges, had been sent to Loudun to carry out Cardinal Richelieu’s orders to demolish the battlements. Thwarted in his efforts by Father Grandier, de Laubardemont reported the nuns’ accusations to his boss. Richelieu, who also had a relative in the convent, wasted no time in forming a committee to investigate the matter and to perform public exorcisms on the nuns. Among the crack team of exorcists sent to work on the nuns, which included the Capuchin Father Tranquille and the Franciscan Father Lactane, was a Jesuit named Jean-Joseph Surin. The exorcisms were to have tragic consequences for Father Surin, who was eventually driven mad by the experience and tried to commit suicide some years later. In a letter to a friend and fellow Jesuit, written in May 1635, Surin described in vivid detail how he too had become convinced that he was possessed by demons:
         
 
         
            There is not just one demon who works on me, but two ordinarily; one of them is Leviathan, the opposite of the Holy Ghost, in as much as they have said here that they have a Trinity in Hell that the Witches worship, Lucifer, Beelzebub, and Leviathan, who is the third Person of Hell, and several authors have remarked and written on this heretofore. Now, the actions of this false Paraclete are completely the opposite of the true one, and they impart a desolation that one could never describe adequately. He is the leader of the entire group of our Demons, and he is the supervisor of the whole affair, which is the strangest that perhaps has ever been seen.
            

         
 
          
         The exorcisms became a public spectacle and sometimes as many as 7,000 people were in attendance. The outrage against Grandier grew and a string of former mistresses came forward to accuse him of depravity and sacrilegious acts, reinforcing the belief that Grandier was truly diabolical in nature. In November 1633, Grandier was arrested and imprisoned in the Castle of Angers. A surgeon named Mannouri, another of Grandier’s enemies, was summoned and he soon discovered a Devil’s Mark.
         
 
         At Grandier’s trial evidence against him was produced in the form of a written pact, which had apparently been stolen from Lucifer’s personal collection by the demon Asmodeus. The document had been written in Latin from right to left and was allegedly signed in blood by Grandier and witnessed by a selection of demons, one of whom, seemingly illiterate, had signed his name with a drawing of a pitchfork. Disturbed by the way the trial was proceeding, some of the nuns attempted to retract their accusations against Grandier. Jeanne des Anges even appeared in court with a rope around her neck and threatened to hang herself, claiming that she had perjured herself and wanted to recant. The nuns’ efforts were dismissed by the court as a ploy by Satan to save one of his own. Witnesses were threatened with arrest if they testified in favour of Grandier and some were even forced to flee the country. On 18 August 1634, Grandier was convicted:
         
 
         
            … we have condemned and shall condemn this Grandier to make honourable repentance, bare-headed, a rope around his neck, bearing in his hand a burning torch weighing two pounds, before the main door of the Church of St Pierre du Marché, and before that of St Ursula of this said town, and there, upon his knees, to ask pardon of God, of the King and of Justice; and this accomplished, to be taken to the public square of Sainte Croix, to be attached to a stake upon a pyre, which will be constructed at the said square for this purpose, and there to be burned alive with the pacts and the signs of Sorcery lying on the pyre, together with his Manuscript Book against priestly celibacy, and his ashes scattered to the wind …
            

         
 
         Grandier was subjected to hideous and excruciating torture, administered by Father Tranquille. His legs were crushed to a pulp in a contraption known as the Boots but he steadfastly refused to confess or to name accomplices. He was dragged to the public square and burned alive, without the mercy of first being garrotted. His death, however, did not put an end to the antics of the nuns, and it was not until Cardinal Richelieu eventually acted to cut off their funds several years later that the whole chapter was finally brought to a close.
         
 
         The Familiar Spirit
         
 
         Closely allied with the idea of the pact was the concept of the familiar. The notion that witches had pet demons that they named and cared for became popular in the fourteenth century, particularly in England and Germany. The quirky and often humorous names attributed to these familiars, such as Sacke and Sugar, Vinegar Tom, or Pecke in the Crown, testify to their origins as pagan nature spirits, Faeries and imps, which had been gradually demonised under Christianity. Necromancers had long been thought to conjure demons but it was not until the late thirteenth century that these folk spirits began to be firmly associated with witchcraft. The idea of pact was inherent in the witches’ dealings with their familiars and they were regularly accused of having suckled the demons with their own blood in return for magical assistance. The accused were often searched for evidence of a ‘witch’s teat’, which they were believed to use for this purpose.
         
 
         Witches’ familiars usually took the form of a small animal such as a cat, although sometimes they were thought to exist in non-material form. The association between demons and animals was an old one, and it had long been believed that both demons and sorcerers could transform themselves at will into the shapes of animals. So strong was the association between the pact and the animal familiar at the trial of Elizabeth Francis at Chelmsford in 1566 that, without due formality, her prosecutors got straight to the point and accused her of possessing a cat who was actually called Satan. Her grandmother was said to have ‘counselled her to renounce God and his word and to give of her blood to Satan… which she delivered her in the likeness of a white spotted cat’. Demonstrating his metamorphic prowess, the satanic cat was also alleged to have transformed himself into both a toad and a black dog during the course of events.
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