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Witchcraft and magic are topics of enduring interest for many reasons. Chief among these is their
extraordinary interdisciplinarity: anthropologists, folklorists, historians, and more have contributed to
build a body of work of extreme variety and consistence. Of course, this also means that the subjects
themselves are not easy to assess. In a very general way, we can define witchcraft as a supernatural
means to cause harm, death, or misfortune, while magic also belongs to the field of the supernatural,
or at least esoteric knowledge, but can be used to less dangerous effects: such as for divination and
astrology. In Western civilization, however, the witch hunt of Late Medieval-Early Modern times has
set a very peculiar perspective in which diabolical witchcraft, the invention of the Sabbat and the
persecution of many thousands of (mostly) female and (sometimes) male presumed witches, gave
way to a phenomenon that is fundamentally different from traditional witchcraft, even if many case
studies conducted in South America or Africa present similarities, especially in contemporary times
(see Wachtel 1992; Geschiere 1997). Another peculiarity of magic and witchcraft in Western civilization
is given by the number of writings that detailed their nature, techniques, and effects: these include
technical treatises about how to perform magic, such as in the case of necromancy (see Kieckhefer 1998;
Gal et al. 2017), or the many writings explaining the powers of witches from the point of view of judges
and inquisitors.

Today, scholars generally agree on the so-called “cumulative concept of Western witchcraft”,
meaning that, if there is one thing of which recent scholarship about witch hunting has assured us, it
is that all mono-causality theories must be ruled out, as so many factors have been discovered and
investigated: the change in climate, which occurred around the year 1600, and its socio-economic fallout
(Behringer 1997: 1d., Behringer 2009); the scientific debate that framed many of the phenomena related
to witchceraft (Clark 1997); the social conditions in village communities and how often bottom-up
pressure gave way to trials against alleged witches (Briggs 2002); the reading of folk beliefs in
light of heretical prosecutions and demonology (Kieckhefer 1976); the centrality of demonology
(Ostorero 1995; Boureau 2004); and the role of humanistic culture in the developing of witch hunts
(Montesano 2018). All of these, and many other approaches, have proven very useful for understanding
witch hunts, but only as pieces of a puzzle.

This Special Issue of Religions dedicated to witchcraft, demonology, and magic features nine
articles that deal with four different regions of Europe (England, Germany, Hungary, and Italy) between
Late Medieval and modern times in different contexts and social milieus. Far from pretending to offer a
complete picture, they focus on some topics that are central to the research in those fields. The role
of monks and priests in performing occult sciences and ritual magic is analyzed by Rita Voltmer
(Debating the Devil’s Clergy. Demonology and the Media in Dialogue with Trials. 14th to 17th Century) in
a long and articulated essay that takes into account the polemics between Catholics and Protestants
in Germany, while Francis Young (The Dissolution of the Monasteries and the Democratisation of Magic
in Post-Reformation England) focuses on the role of friars and monks in England before and after the
dissolution of monasteries (1536-1540), which of course provided a turning point in their role as
magic performers. Friars, especially Franciscan and Dominican preachers and inquisitors, and their

Religions 2020, 11, 187; doi:10.3390/rel11040187 1 www.mdpi.com/journal/religions



Religions 2020, 11, 187

understanding of the witchcraft phenomenon are central in Fabrizio Conti’s article (Notes on the Nature
of Beliefs in Witchcraft: Folklore and Classical Culture in Fifteenth Century Mendicant Traditions), this time
seen from the point of view of a history of ideas. Fabiana Ambrosi (Giovan Battista Codronchi’s De
morbis Veneficis ac Veneficiis—1595. Medicine, Exorcism and Inquisition in Counter-Reformation
Italy) and Ismael Del Olmo (“Such Fictitious Evil Spirits”: Adriaan Koerbagh’s Rejection of Biblical
Demons and Demonic Possession in A Light Shining in Dark Places—1668) deal mainly with a history
of ideas, concentrating their attention on two intellectuals: Giovan Battista Codronchi, a key figure of
sixteenth-century medicine and Adriaan Koerbagh, exponent of the early Dutch Enlightenment, whose
thinking is related to Thomas Hobbes. Many among the contributors deal with popular magic and
beliefs or with the circulation of ideas in different social and cultural tiers. This is the case for Helen
Parish (“Paltrie Vermin, Cats, Mise, Toads, and Weasils”: Witches, Familiars, and Human-Animal Interactions
in the English Witch Trials), who explores the vast domain of beliefs related to the metamorphosis of
demons and witches in English trials, as well as for Vincenzo Tedesco (Treasure Hunt—Roman Inquisition
and Magical Practices Ad Inveniendos Thesauros in Southern Tuscany) who studies archival sources looking
for a practice, that of magical treasure hunts, which has a long and complicated history. Similar to
Tedesco, Debora Moretti (Angels or Demons? Interactions and Borrowings between Folk Traditions, Religion
and Demonology in Early Modern Italian Witchcraft Trials) devotes her study to central Italy and the
Roman Inquisition’s trials dealing with folkloric magic. Ildiko Sz. Kristof (“Charming Sorcerers” or
“Soldiers of Satan”? Witchcraft and Magic in the Eyes of Protestant/Calvinist Preachers in Early Modern
Hungary) gives an account of a topic not well known outside of Hungary: the definitions of witchcraft
in Protestant/Calvinist preachers as read in Hungarian sources.

As a whole, those articles, some of them provided by young scholars at the beginning of their
careers, show the variety of approaches as well as the vivacity and richness of current historiography and
fit well within the current debate, suggesting that the puzzle of studies about witchcraft, demonology,
and magic still needs many pieces to give us a better understanding of these multifaced phenomena.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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Abstract: The physician Giovan Battista Codronchi (1547-1628) is a key figure of sixteenth-century
medicine. A study of his main work De morbis veneficis ac veneficiis (1595) and his letters sent to
the Congregation of the Index in Rome (1597) can teach us much about the interrelation between
medicine and religion in Counter-Reformation Italy. Using Codronchi as a prism, this article uncovers
a complex picture in which themes such as the production of demonological texts at the height of the
European witch-hunt, the related debate about the roles of physicians and exorcists, and the influence
of physicians on the development of the Index of Forbidden Books are interrelated.

Keywords: medicine; demonology; gynecology; inquisition; censorship; counter-reformation Italy

In 1595, the physician Giovan Battista Codronchi published the treatise De morbis veneficis ac
veneficiis (On Poisoning Diseases and Poisoners). Although Codronchi described the text as an
accidental result of his reflections on the diabolical illness that struck his daughter Francesca, it
represented a crucial step taken by Codronchi in order to participate in the religious policies of the
Catholic Church. A couple of years later, Codronchi sent a letter to the Congregation of the Index in
Rome containing a lengthy list of medicine books to be expurgated (Baldini and Spruit 2009, pp. 607-19).
If we read the two sources together, Codronchi’s project of bringing medical and religious orthodoxy
into communication with each other and to the attention of authorities in Rome, becomes clear.

Indeed, long before the possession of little Francesca, Codronchi had already played a leading
role in the political and religious life of the city of Imola. He was nominated commissioner for the
finances (1590) and “ensign bearer” (1590). Even before that, Codronchi had been nominated to the
commission appointed to oversee the establishment of the Jesuit college in Imola (1581). Together with
his brother Tiberio, Codronchi was a key figure in the project. (Ferri 1997, p. 37) Moreover, when
a medical meeting was assembled in Imola in 1591 in order to discuss how to deal with the plague,
Codronchi was absent due to health reasons. But he sent the city council a document so to make his
contribution: in order to “preserve the city of Imola from all bad and contagious evil” he proposed to
“begin with spiritual commissions” (Mazzini 1924, p. 6).

His political commitment always proceeded hand in hand with his faith and his medical profession,
and the letter he sent to the Congregation of the Index constituted the very peak of his attempts to
create a direct connection with Rome.

The religious behavior of early modern Italy was marked by a peculiar intertwining of popular
magic, religion and of the consequent repression of dissent. (Ginzburg 1966, 1989; Romeo 1990, 2008b;
Di Simplicio 2005). Already in the Middle Ages jurists, theologians and philosophers questioned
the power of Satan and the possibility of his action in the physical world. But it is in the Early
Modern period, in the midst of the great European witch-hunt, that demonology emerged as a coherent
discourse which systematized beliefs about the demonic (Clark 1997b). Although skeptical voices
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about the witches’ powers were already present at that time—and indeed, they predated belief—dissent
actually encouraged the continuation of the debate between the supporters of persecution and the
“witches” advocates” (Valente 2008; Machielsen 2011; Duni 2012, 2016). In Italy, it was originally
inquisitors—especially Dominicans, as the author of the Malleus Maleficarum had been—who led
the way in confronting the problem of witchcraft in print (Tavuzzi 2007; Romeo 2008a; Herzig 2008,
2017). Yet, the second half of the sixteenth century saw a noticeable shift in authorial production, with
exorcists and physicians dominating the market (Lavenia 2011). This unusual state of affairs may have
been due to the fact that witch-hunting in Italy did not reach anywhere near the dimensions witnessed
in many other parts of Europe (Levack 2006; Monter 2006).

The institution of the Roman Inquisition (1542) certainly had a considerable impact on this process,
since it represented a unitary bond within a territory that was otherwise politically and socially
unconnected (Romeo 2002; Brambilla 2006; Prosperi 2006; Mayer 2014). From its headquarters in Rome,
the Inquisition coordinated courts across the peninsula (Aaron-Beller and Black 2018). It managed to
limit the operational liberties of the local dioceses by establishing specific provisions for witchcraft
(Tedeschi 1990). It thus prevented the recurrence of the violent anti-witches campaigns that had
occurred in northern Italy at the end of the fifteenth century and at the very beginning of the sixteenth
century (Prevideprato 1992). The Inquisition’s original focus on stemming the spread of Protestant
heresy and strengthening papal authority over the Council might well explains its skeptical attitude
towards witchcraft.

Only in the 1570s, when the threat of heresy had subsided, did the Holy Office begin to pay
more attention to witchcraft as part of a wider struggle against superstition which culminated in the
promulgation of the bull Coeli et terrae (1586) by Pope Sixtus V (Ernst 1991). Yet, even then, the official
approach towards witchcraft was less than clear-cut and the bull likely inadvertently led to a further
decline in the number of trials (Bever 2009). Because Coeli et terrae invalidated the distinction between
simple and heretical magic, it deprived diocesan courts of their remaining jurisdiction in witchcraft
cases. This step towards further centralization represented a turning point in the management of ‘the
supernatural’ in Italy, since it reaffirmed Rome’s exclusive control over the supernatural, the sacred,
and legitimate rituals, all of which were threatened by popular practices, especially in the realm of
healing and medicine (Valente 2015; Donato 2019).

As a part of the battlefield between bishops and inquisitors over jurisdictional competence, local
exorcists—in their voluminous publications—often blamed the spread of witchcraft on the excessive
cautiousness of inquisitors and managed to give their contribution (Romeo 1990; Dall’Olio 2001a,
2001b). Exorcism manuals circulated mostly among the clergy, aimed to help the priests to identify and
confront demonic manifestation (Caciola 2003), filling the vacuum created by perceived institutional
inaction. Inevitably, such individual enterprising by local priests made fears of witchcraft and demonic
possession worse, even in some of Italy’s major cities. It is no coincidence, therefore, that most exorcism
manuals were ultimately included, along with some of the European demonological treatises, in several
Indexes of Forbidden Books, albeit not until the early eighteenth century (Lavenia 2005; Brambilla
2010, p. 79; Valente 2012). When the boundary between heresy and orthodoxy proved both malleable
and very easy to cross, this sort of priestly do-it-yourself literature left too much space for actions
from below (Romeo 1990, p. 113). In this respect, Codronchi’s De morbis veneficis seems to be precisely
halfway between ecclesiastical concerns and exorcists” intentions. As a learned man, he could be
properly included among Italian demonologists such as Girolamo Menghi or Silvestro Mazzolini,
founders of early modern Italian exorcist literature. Yet, in contrast to other authors, witch-hunting
was not Codronchi’s concern and indeed, neither in his treatise nor in the archives can one find any
proof of Codronchi’s attempt to legally pursue the person alleged to have bewitched his daughter.!

1 In the inquisitorial records kept in the diocesan archives of Imola, Busta 1 of the Series Processi contains three Registers,

which, in total, contain the trial papers from 1551 to 1595. From the published inventory (Ferri 2001) appears that Register 3
opens with the trial of 8 January to Ioseph de Cremona with the accusation De propositionibus, as well as from the manuscript
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Codronchi’s De morbis veneficis represents a major contribution by a physician to the early modern
demonological debate. Codronchi opens the work by expounding its autobiographical origins. His
daughter Francesca was only ten months old when she suddenly began to lose weight. The child
had been entrusted to a wet nurse, but in a short space of time, she grew thin and started whining
incessantly. She cried constantly, much more than children normally do at her age. Her symptoms
were not recognized as a known illness and consequently, the child’s conditions continued to worsen.
Gradually, Irene Teodosi, her mother, began to suspect that someone had put a spell on her child,
moved by hatred or envy. Objects often associated with witchcraft were found in the infant’s cradle,
including peas, grains of coriander, a chip of apparently human bone, and even some sort of blood
lump described as being made of the menstrual blood of a devilish woman. Thoroughly alarmed, the
parents got her wet nurse dismissed and entrusted the child to an experienced exorcist. After three
days, she showed signs of improvement. Before she was entirely cured, however, the child relapsed,
and again, strange objects were found in her cradle. In the end, however, the exorcist managed to
heal her.?

With the publication of the De morbis veneficis, a work influenced not only by personal experience
but also by European demonology and by manuals for inquisitors and exorcists, the devil enters
Codronchi’s medical analysis. However, after explaining the reasons that led him to take an interest
in the diabolical, he took care to state that “the malefice was probably allowed by God himself, in
order to experience in my own daughter what in others I would have hardly believed to be true”.?
Thus, he takes personal responsibility for his daughter’s illness and also avoids to fall into the trap of
dualism—a perennial problem for demonologists—but rather emphasizes the primacy of God even
in his daughter’s possession episode. This was, indeed, a common approach in all demonological
analyses, since Christian authors needed to avoid any implication of Manichean dualism by stating
that diabolical forces act only with God permission (Cameron 2010).

Although unexpected from the perspective of northern demonology, the De morbis veneficis fits
perfectly within the typically Italian demonological literature (Tavuzzi 1997; Maggi 2001, 2006; Valente
2003; Lavenia 2011; Machielsen 2015; Dall’Olio 2018). However, what makes the text particularly
interesting is that it is among the first contributions to be authored by a physician. Within the Italian
demonological debate, dominated by Inquisitors and exorcists, physicians were often criticized. The
idea that the occult played a role in the physical world was by then established and shared, and the
inefficiency of official therapies was proof of this (Clark 1997a; Lavenia 2013). Thus, the significance of
the De morbis veneficis is the way that its author sought to bring these two disciplines together in the
service of Tridentine reform.

Despite its autobiographical origins, the structure of the De morbis veneficis resembles that of other
demonological texts. Divided into four volumes, the first surveys source from antiquity. Biblical and
then patristic sources are followed by the most authoritative sources in the fields of medicine and

inventory on the folders. Actually, the register begins from page 61, and the first available trial is the one against Maddalena
Valgo la Fenzarola, on 17 March of the same year. Among the lost papers there are also the trials with accusation De sortilegis
against Francesca Brocardi (17 February) and Giulio Segantino (20 February). In light of the date of the trial, Brocardi could
have been the most plausible wet nurse of Francesca Codronchi, suspected and fired, but without the papers it is impossible
to ascertain. Going backwards chronologically, there are only two trials of alleged witches, both in the summer of 1559.
Thus, even if Codronchi denounced the wet nurse, it seems impossible to find her identity.

Codronchi (1595), ff. 35v-36r: “Et illud tantum memorie prodam quo mini fat erit, annis enim superioribus Francisca filia
mea decem menses nata apud nutricem insigni macie est affecta, seepe, ac saepius, magna suspiria edebat. Et quando
difasciabatur semper plorabat aegreque ferebat se defasciari praeter puerorum morem qui quamvis sint male affecti vel
dolore aliquo detenti cum fasciee sulutitur quiescere ac delectationem capere tum solent nulla inventa causa preeternaturali
affectus, nutriceque mutata, cum indeterius laberetur sub iit suspitio uxori meae, ut cum esset pulle admodum venusta
invidentiae causa, vel odii cuiusdam vetule veneficio esse affectam. Qua propter culcitram inquirens nonnulla signa veneficii
reperit, cicéros, nempe, grana coriandronum, frustum carbonis, et ossis defuncti, rem quandam compactam miei incognitam,
quam fieri ab his improbis forminis ex quibusdam cum sanguine menstruo mixtis, retulit, quidam penitus exorcista.”
Codronchi (1595), f. 36: “quod quidem veneficium portasse Deus permisit ut in mea puella experirer quod in aliis parum
credebam veritatis habere”.
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natural philosophy. Probably following the footsteps of the physiologist Jean Fernel, with whom
Codronchi had a controversial relationship (see below), and preparing the ground for authors such as
Candido Brugnoli (Biondi 1994; Niccoli 2001), Codronchi discusses the traditional authorities who dealt
with natural causes and supernatural interventions. Of course, he also took his contemporaries into
consideration: for example, he surveys Girolamo Menghi’s theories about the enormous power of Satan
and his army and about the possibility of fighting them through exorcism, which are summarized and
readapted in a wider context. Emphasizing his autobiographical testimony and his medical training,
Codronchi’s work attempts to highlight the scientific questions implicated in demonology.

The first source that Codronchi submits in support of his argument is Scripture itself, a choice that
already partially communicates the heart of Codronchi’s message. In the Bible, the devil embodies
evil, which was unwanted yet permitted by God, since the first to embody it were his own creatures,
the snake and humans of the third chapter of the Genesis. Possibly, Codronchi’s exclusive use of Old
Testament biblical passages in his opening chapters suggests his main concerns. In fact, Codronchi
does not refer to the very few passages in which the devil is actually named, but only to those which
condemn the use of divinatory and magical arts which challenge the greatness of God.* The devil
thus takes advantage of the illicit attempts by humans to communicate with the divine through magic
(Heintz 1997).

Not only on a strictly theological level but also on a political one, magic was considered as the work
of the devil, and insofar, Christians opposed it from the outset (Flint 1999; Marasco 2011). In addition
to Scripture, Codronchi draws on the canons of Church councils. These recognized that magic was not
simply a pagan practice, but also one illegitimately pursued by curious or badly educated Christians.
Codronchi denounces both necromancy and divinatory arts, since communication with the deceased
and the prediction of the future are powers denied even to the Church. The only true prophetic
knowledge is that contained in Scripture. For this reason, Codronchi refers to Canon 36 of the Council
of Laodicea (AD 363/364), which states that churchmen could not be magicians, charmers, or astrologers
and that they could not make amulets. Those who matched this description must be expelled from the
Church.> Similarly, Canon 89 of the Fourth Carthaginian Council (AD 348) condemned spells and
divinations of the participants of the church and denounced Jewish superstitions.

Other canonical sources included the Decretum Gratiani (twelfth century) which, similarly,
denounced magical practices as superstitious and antithetical to Christian orthodoxy, and the bull
Summis desiderantes affectibus (1484) issued by pope Innocent VIII, which prefaced Institoris” Malleus
Maleficarum (1486). Moreover, further support was given by the Church Fathers. From Augustine to
Thomas Aquinas, Codronchi surveys the judgment of the Fathers on magic and divination, unanimously
condemned as undesirable to God. Reviewing the theological and philosophical literature was a
typical aspect of demonology as well.

As for his treatment of classical sources, Codronchi welcomed the theses of “Plato and the Platonists,
for whom the veneficium is evil” (Codronchi 1595, f. 13) while he openly opposed Aristotelian positions,
since “the demons and their evils, in the opinion of Aristotle and the Peripatetics, cannot be proven
by virtue of their own [by Peripatetics] principles” (Codronchi 1595, . 16). Obviously, the dualistic
philosophy of Plato accorded better with the explanation of intelligible causes manifesting through
sensible effects. In addition, later Neo-Platonic philosophy interpreted the demonic as transcending
the human sphere but not corresponding to the divine; demons were considered intermediate beings.
Following this interpretation, during the early modern period, many physicians embraced the idea
of the possibility of the hidden causes of diseases (Bianchi 1982; Clark 1997a; Forrester 2005). The
rediscovery of Platonic literature due to the translation from Green to Latin and the renewed circulation
of Hippocratic Prognostica, together with the always potential failure of official medical therapies,

Ex 22,18; Lv 19,31; Lv 20,6; Lv 20,27; Dt 18,9-12; 2Re 1,3-6.
5 Codronchi (1595), ff. 5v-6: “Auguriis et incantationibus serventem a conventu ecclesia separandum similiter et
superstitionibus judaicis, vel feriis inhaerentem”.
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led the early modern physicians to think that there were diseases with obscure and incurable causes
(Lavenia 2013). Codronchi similarly dismissed attempts to advance naturalist explanations, often
rooted in the power of the imagination, for diseases. He considered such naturalism, associated with
the controversial figure of Pietro Pomponazzi totally inadequate to explain diabolical phenomena
(Dragon 2006). The second book of the De morbis veneficis is entirely devoted to explaining how the
human imagination cannot be the origin of any veneficium® (Zanier 1975, pp. 65-67). When Codronchi
denounced Aristotelians for their denial of demons, he likely had naturalists like Pomponazzi in mind.
Moreover, in a strictly philosophical and physiological sense, we may deem that the critical point is
right on the coincidence of body and soul. Since the devil is the “prince of the substance”, and possesses
bodies and not souls, Codronchi’s refusal of both Aristotle and Galen lies in that attempt to bring a
body’s issue to the soul and vice versa (Zambelli 1996). In other words, while he is ostentatiously
and scrupulously orthodox where Christianity is concerned, Codronchi is deeply critical of both
philosophical (Aristotelian) and medical orthodoxy. The science of Hippocrates and Galen also foresaw
that assumptions about demons and venefici could not even be postulated and that the causes of
diseases both internal and external had to be investigated only by sensory methods. However, it is
clear that every disease needed its own medicine. Inevitably, if physicians rejected the demonic cause
and tried to cure this kind of disease through the introduction of blood or the administration of drugs,
they would necessarily face therapeutic failure since such remedies are ineffective on demons, which
are substantiae.” Codronchi does not deny the humours and elements, which are the central foundation
of the Hippocratic-Galenic physiology, but Hippocrates, the ‘prince of physicians’, in his treatises on
sacred disease had made malefic actions a mere matter of “‘wrong words’—i.e., empty belief—which
Codronchi cannot accept.? Of course, God cannot be the cause of such “sacred” diseases; although the
reference is made to a ‘sacred’ evil, the cause of such diseases must therefore be sought in demons.
The followers of Hippocrates and Galen, who do not admit that sacred evils such as Codronchi define
them, simply follow the authorities because they do not really understand the point of the matter.’
In Book Four of the De morbis veneficis, Codronchi explicitly states his position concerning the
relationship between magic, medicine and exorcism. He confronts the therapeutic pluralism of the
time by appealing to the principles of ‘ex magica arte, ex religione et ex arte humana’ (Codronchi 1595,
f. 165v) and focusing on the pharmaceutical culture of the herbs and potions (Gentilcore 1998, p. 2;
Minuzzi 2016). Early modern medicine was a discipline characterized by a deep ambiguity because it
was at the same time both ars and scientia (Mammola 2012). This ambiguity was especially evident
in the healing process, which was assigned from time to time to different practitioners. At the risk
of oversimplification, while the learned physician might consider the study of medicine a science,
other parts of the therapeutic marketplace, such as charlatans and healers, were more concerned with
the ars, the care of patients (Pomata 1998; Gentilcore 2006). Furthermore, the early modern medical
marketplace was not only a secular competence; physicians also faced competition from the clergy (De
Blécourt 1994; Duni 1999). These lines often blurred in practice. While clerics, especially, of course,
exorcists, would participate in healing rituals, they also produced ointments and other preparations

Codronchi (1595), f. 45: “Quid sit veneficium ex aliorum sententia explicatur et immaginationem illius non esse causam
probatum”.

Codronchi (1595), ff. 20v-21r: “Et morborum causas cum internas, tum externas disquirentes a sensibilibus, non as
insensibilibus (quales sunt daemones) indagati fuerint. Praeterea cum causarum morbos facientiunt abolitio a contrariis fiat.
Contrariorum contraria sunt medicamenta. Et pro diversis morborum causis, eorum varientur medicationes: quanta ratione
daemoniaca morbi causa supposita a medicis ipsis depelli poterit. Quaenam sanguinis missio, quae concoquentia quae
purgantia pharmaca, quae victus ro, vel alia huius generis medica remedia fuerint vel daemoniaco eius morbo contraria cum
daemones sint substantiae”.

Codronchi (1595), f. 21v: “Hypocrates enim Medicorum facile princeps in libro de sacro morbo, de Magis seu Maleficis,
deque eorum operationibus pravis verba facit”.

Codronchi (1595), f. 24v: “[ ... ] medici nimis Galeno addicti et qui ut dicitur in eius verba iurarunt, hoc morbos non
admittant ut qui causam abditiorem et non physicam possideant”.
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as a result of long-standing monastic tradition. Conversely, popular healers often supported their
treatments with prayers and blessings (Zanelli 1992; Pomata 1999; Weber 2011).

Building on ethical rules that he had already articulated in his earlier De Christiana ac tuta medendi
ratione (1591), Codronchi made it clear that both physicians and their patients had a duty to confront
vices through conversion to Christianity or reconciliation with the Church (Schleiner 1995). Those
same notions are here confirmed and adapted to the context of diabolical diseases: Codronchi insists
on the need for those affected by demons to seek refuge with God, imploring Him with prayers and
supplications and confessing their sins through the sacrament.! Again, rather than identifying a
human culprit, Codronchi is focusing on patients reforming themselves. Medicine and religion are
both necessary in the healing process.

From the outset, Codronchi encouraged the prevention and cure of venefici through the “rejection
of superstitious methods and the acceptance of real Christian remedies”.!' He gathers the knowledge
that was normally the prerogative of apothecaries, pharmacists, and herbalists, to illustrate how the
properties of some plants can be used to contrast some of the symptoms caused by the diabolical
intervention. However, as Codronchi is a learned physician, before delving into the science of botany
and pharmacy, he clarifies that the purpose of physicians is the preservation or attainment of health.
Anyone who aspires to be a physician needs to keep things as they are according to nature and to
preserve their bodily constitution as well as their health.!?

The value of some officinal remedies, in particular those ascribed to Pliny and Dioscorides,
but also to Democritus, is here reaffirmed. However, like Galen, Codronchi considers the remedies
used as amulets “vain and superstitious”. These included, for example, the “scilla”, a liliaceous
plant used by Pythagoras as a remedy for all evils (Jouanna 2011).!3 Nevertheless, the dividing line
between therapeutic and superstitious medicines is often very thin. According to Codronchi, this
ambiguity is due to the fact that, in ancient times, divine and demonic conceptions of the venefici were
unknown and indistinct, and that both were simply defined as magical.!* He prefers “to silence”
(Codronchi 1595, f. 170) the many who have applied superstitious methods against the venefici but
recognizes that there actually are some potions and medicaments which can be preventive in case of
enchantment. His assumption is that since demons work within nature, there are natural remedies
with a real healing power over diabolical diseases, and physicians may use them when dealing with
patients suffering from spell-caused diseases (Biondi 1981). As the properties of some plants can alter
the natural manifestations of things, a real collaboration between the disciplines is key to treating this
kind of disease.!® Exorcists often transcend the medical field when prescribing and preparing drugs,
but, by doing so, they risk causing further injury to the patient, since some remedies may become

Codronchi (1595), f. 175v: “Qui igitur veneficio aliquo sunt affecti, vel a daemone obsessi, quamprimum ad Deum
optimum maximum confugere debent, et orationibus sedulis ac devotis auxilium ipsius implorare, peccata propria dolendo
sacramentaliter confiteri, sacra communione saepius se munire, vigiliis, ac ieuniis si vires sint validae carnem attenuare, ac
ipsius impetus imminuere, varia itinera peragere [ ... ]”.

Codronchi (1595), f. 161: “De praeservatione a morbis veneficis, pro qua remedia superstitiosa reiiciuntur, et vera
Christianaque proponuntur”

Codronchi (1595), f. 161: “Cum medici finis sit sanitatis custodia, seu adeptio, quicquid enim in arte sua molitur medicus, ob
id facit, vel ut praesentem servet quae secundum naturam est, constitutionem quam sanitatem dicimus velut amissam illam
sedula manu recuperet atque reficiat, ea propter primo loco qua ratione sani, ne a veneficis morbi corripiantur, deinceps,
quibus remediorum generibus aegrotantes a veneficiis vindicari possint, explicare aggrediar”.

Codronchi (1595), f. 161v: “Antiquiores idolis servientes pro ipsa praeservatione quibusdam vanis ac superstitiosis quae
amuleta dicuntur, utebantur, quae tamen neque a temperamento, neque ab aliis manifestis qualitatibus, neque a tota
substantia, neque a divina, vel magica potestate vires habent [ ... ]”.

Codronchi (1595), ff. 169v-170r: “Cum antiqui divinam ac demoniacam rationem veneficia solvendi distinguere ignorarent,
utramque magicam appellabant et sacram, divinamque existimabant, ac in religione habebant, unde Hippocrates divinum
vocavit, quod in morbis habetur, cum potius daemonium esset dicendum, magica curatio utitur quibusdam vanis ac
superstitiosis rebus ac verbis quae ut superius fuit dictum, Amuleta dixerunt et incantationibus adiurationibusque
daemoniacis”.

Codronchi (1595), f. 169v: “Pro curatione horum morborum, et demonum corpora obsidentium expulsione, tres invenio
rationes inter se maxime distantes, quarum una ex Magica arte, alia ex Religione, et tertia ex arte humana dsumitur, ita ut
curatione dividere possimus in magicam, divinam et humanam”.
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dangerous if not handled cautiously.'® The advocated pharmacology is actually quite traditional.
Among emetics, for example, Codronchi recommends dill seeds, atriplice roots and horseradish, which
are often prescribed in order to induce moderate vomiting. However, white hellebore must be used
with caution: although it is the main ingredient of medicines which provoke vomit and therefore
purify, this remedy must be calculated and administered carefully; by eliminating the harmful humours
accumulating in the brain, wrong quantities can lead to diuresis and excretions and determine a
new induced humoral imbalance. Given the attention required from physicians when administering
emetic drugs, even greater caution is expected from the exorcists and hopefully, they will not have to
act autonomously.

In cases of possession, Codronchi articulates the need for collaboration much more: “both the
prudent exorcist and the physician will be able to prove that many diseases provoked by witchcraft
can be eradicated almost with the same remedies and with other things related to their universal
cure”.)” Unlike Menghi’s demonology, in which physicians had no power over diabolic illnesses,
Codronchi wishes for a collaboration between physicians and exorcists, and indeed, he considers such
a partnership necessary. For Menghi, it is the exorcist who is in charge of the medicinal administration,
as well as of the supervision of the ritual.!® Obviously, exorcism was not similar to other unofficial
treatments: the operation was not constituted of a single therapeutic act performed by a healer, but it
was a ceremony (Sluhovsky 2007; Young 2016). The ritual of exorcism was entirely administered by the
exorcist who worked in the name of the Church. Codronchi did not disagree with this interpretation of
exorcism. By distinguishing the roles belonging to physicist and exorcist, however, Codronchi advises
the exorcist to collaborate with a health professional when performing the sacred rite. Codronchi
explains the need for a physician by appealing to the substantial nature of demons. Conversely, the
exorcist, insofar as he is a divine emissary, is responsible for the spirit of the patient. As he did in
the case of Francesca’s possession, Codronchi coherently took care of the physical health of the child
himself while allowing God, through the exorcist, to act on the spirit of the poor possessed.

Two years after the publication of the De morbis veneficis, Codronchi sent a letter to the Inquisitor
of Imola, Head of the Inquisition in his diocese; the letter contained some extracts of “magical and
superstitious remedies to be expurgated from the works of physicians”. With his letter Codronchi
aimed to join the process of expurgation of forbidden books (Donato 2009). On 5 January 1597 Alberto
Cheli, Inquisitor of Imola and Faenza, delivered the letter undersigned by Michele da Lugo, Vicar of
the Sant’Uffizio in Imola, Federico Surdo, General Vicar of Imola, and Alberto Cheli, General Inquisitor
of Romagna, to Cardinal Marcantonio Colonna, prefect of the Congregation of the Index in Rome.
(Fragnito 1997, pp. 143-71; Frajese 1997, pp. 120-27). Although the exchange among the three men
was minimal, it reveals how tangled the entire mechanism of expurgation was: in his discussion of
Huarte’s Examination of Men’s Wits, a book already forbidden by the Spanish Indices, Cheli writes to
Colonna that he found “heretical propositions which are suspect and outrageous”.!” He then adds:

Codronchi (1595), f. 177r: “Et quoniam nonnulli Exorcistae posuerunt falcem in messem medicorum, proponentes varia
vomitoria, potiones, linimenta, suffitus, balnea et alia huiusmodi, quibus fine ulla differentia ac temerem, artem profitentes
hanc utuntur insigni cum aegrotantium laesione [ ... ]”.

Codronchi (1595), f. 199: “Quamplures alii venefici morbi eisdem ferem remediis, ac aliis relatis in cura universali, aboleri
poterunt, quae prudens Exorcista, ac Medicus adhibere poterunt”.

Menghi, pp. 275-76: “Non e adunque da dubitare che Iddio, a vendetta della sua divina giustitia non sottoponghi gli
Demoni alle attioni delle cose sensibili. Ma qui avertifica il lettore che se questo Dottore intendesse, che questo si possi fare
senza gli Essorcismi di Santa Chiesa diria il falso. [ ... ] Gli Sacerdoti et Essorcisti possono applicare alcune cose sensibili a
questi vessati dal Demonio per alleggerire la loro vessatione fattagli da questi spiriti immondi; mentre pero che dette cose
siano benedette nel nome della santissima Trinita, Padre, Figliolo, et Spirito Santo. Non & adunque cosa d’ammirarsi se
alcuni Essorcisti applicano certi siropi, medicine et altri beveraggi a questi spiritati per scacciare gli Demoni fuori de i loro
corpi; sendo chiaro (per quello che habbiamo detto) questo non solamente essere lecito, ma ancho alle volte necessario, per
cavare gli maleficij fuori de i corpi maleficiati et fatturati, mediante i quali il Demonio e legato in quelli corpi, per il patto che
tiene con gli Malefici”.

The book was forbidden by the Spanish Inquisition in the Indexes of 1583 and 1583; the first condemnation appeared in the
portuguese Index of 1581, where the book was forbidden without the name of the author. The book was never forbidden by
the Roman Indexes.

10
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“Likewise I am going to send you a list of medical books, compiled by Sir. Baptist Codronchius of
Imola, who was in charge of the correction of Medical books; he observed [ ... ] some passages about
Galen etc., which I am going send to you”.2’ On 8 March 1597, a decree by the Congregation of the
Index appointed the work of expurgation of medical books to a commission based in Padua. The same
decree also acknowledges receipt of Cheli’s letter containing Codronchi’s suggestion by the Index.?!
(Baldini and Spruit 2009, p. 621; Ricci 2008, pp. 363-76) In May, Cheli wrote to Colonna again, sending
him another list compiled by “Sir Physician Baptista Codronchius of Imola”. The possibility cannot be
excluded that, in addition to the Paduan commission, another delegation from Romagna had been
engaged, and that Codronchi was part of it. The main evidence for this conjecture is a letter written by
the bishop of Faenza Antonio Grassi and dated 21 December 1596 which informs the Congregation that
“in order to get rid of the forbidden books and to correct those that need adjustments, we appointed
some men who are learned about all the sciences” (Marcus 2018, p. 20). Moreover, we should consider
that Alberto Cheli had been commissioner of the Holy Office in 1566 and 1567, and that in 1581 he
had been nominated vicar of the Inquisition at Imola. After Faenza was raised to the status of an
independent Inquisitorial seat in, Cheli returned there as general Inquisitor until 1599: it is in this time
frame that Cheli mediated between Codronchi and the Congregation of the Index in Rome (Schwedt
2013, p. 51). Possibly, a previous acquaintance during Cheli’s stay in Imola as vicar of the Inquisition,
as well as shared political and religious interests between the two, may have prompted Codronchi to
contact Cheli again after the promulgation of the 1596 Index.

The list is quite long, its content heterogeneous, and the assumptions laying behind Codronchi’s
choices are manifold. Yet, together, they reinforce the picture of Codronchi’s project of putting medicine
at the service of religious reform and, in turn, using religious orthodoxy to reform medicine. It is worth
noting that most of the expurgations concern texts concerning epilepsy. First, Codronchi quotes some
extracts from the thirteenth and sixteenth sentences of Scribonius Largus” Compositiones Medicamentorum
in which the first-century author proposed some methods for diagnosis, preparation, administration
and preservation of the morbo comitiale. In order to treat epilepsy, the thirteenth Compositio recommends
taking the gastric juice of a fawn collected within nine days from its secretion, to let it dry “neither by
the light of the sun nor by the light of the moon”, and to administer it in the quantity of the size of a
single lentil. Furthermore, it advises killing the fawn “with a knife a gladiator had been slaughtered
with” (Largus 2016, p. 39). Similarly, the sixteenth Compositio describes a treatment practised in
Rome by an ‘honest matron’ and based on the use of animal blood.?? The Compositiones of Scribonius
circulated widely in the early modern age, especially in Protestant countries.??

Next, Codronchi turns to Alexander Trallianus’ De epilepsia (sixth century). The De Epilepsia
represents chapter 15 of Book I of the Therapeutica, entirely dedicated to diseases affecting the head;
as Alexander explains, epilepsy is a pathology located in the head. Ill people in the acute phase ‘can
neither listen, nor see, nor completely understand, nor remember anything. They lie without any
sensitivity and differ in nothing from the dead’ and still ‘some people call this disease as sacred because
the brain is sacred and honored” (Alessandro di Tralles, pp. 640-43). Hippocrates’ naturalization of
this once sacred disease forced the medical tradition to address the problem of its possibly physical or
spiritual nature. Alexander Trallianus interprets epilepsy in the light of the Neoplatonic philosophy,
and, for this reason, after having described the disease and its causes, he devotes a whole book to the

20 “Parimente mando un’Indice di libri in matteria di Medicina, osservati dal S<igno>re Baptista Choderoncho, Imolese,

deputato sopra la correttione de libri Medicinali, quale ha osservato de [ ... ] passi sopra Galeno etc. quali mandaro a V.S.
Ill<ustrissi>ma et Rev<erendissi>ma.

“censurae in quaedam opera Medicinalia receptae sunt ab Inq<uisito>re Faventino”.

“merge an hemin of ivory filings and a pound of attic honey. Then, if the patient is a boy, you add the blood of a male
tortoise and a male pigeon, both wild, [ ... ] instead, if the sick person is a girl, the animals must be of female sex as well [
... ]. Who uses this medicine must not taste neither wine or pork, and has to keep an ivory bracelet on his arm”.

All the editions were based on the Parisian edition of 1528 edited by the French physician Jean Du Rueil. The text was
published afterwards in Basel in 1529 by Andreas Catander in Venice in 1547 and it was then printed in Paris in 1567 by
Henri Estienne.
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magical remedies to be used to cure the illness. Inevitably, it is precisely this last section that is targeted
in Codronchi’s proposal for censorship. Codronchi also suggests the expurgation of other parts of the
work of Alexander which no longer concern epilepsy, but still recommend magical remedies to fight
hiccups (Lib. 7 chap. 15), kidney stones (Lib. 9 chap. 4), intestinal colic (Lib. 10 chap. 1), and fevers
(Lib. 12 chap. 7).

Next, Codronchi focuses on Nicolaus Myrepsius’s De compositione medicamentorum (thirteenth
century). Chapter 353 describes the remedies used by married people who hated each other because of
a maleficium.2* Codronchi proceeds to expurgate antidote 298 which claimed that evil spirits are driven
away by the ciphers, an ancient perfume used by Egyptian priests, antidote 405 which recommends
prayers, formulas and magical observations in case of exaggerated blood flow, and antidote 419, which
describes some general magical remedies.?> Finally, Codronchi proposes the expurgation of sections
21,12, 24 and 37, which suggest the employment of superstitious remedies and magical words for the
treatment of internal and external tumors.?

Other types of expurgation deal with maternity and female diseases. Of the four volumes of the
Rerum Medicamentorum by Theodorus Priscianus (fourth century), Codronchi suggests the expurgation
of the first part of the Gyneciorum Harmoniae, and, in particular, of the parts concerned with remedies to
help or to prevent conception. The text originally constituted the third book of Priscianus’ Euporiston,
which illustrated remedies that could be adopted even by non-specialists (Formisano 2004). In order to
further spread medical knowledge, it was Priscianus himself who published a second abridged version
of the book in Latin, the only version now actually preserved. Priscianus advised women who wished
to avoid pregnancy to adopt magical remedies in order to suspend their fertility.?’

Then, Codronchi addresses chapter 8 and 29 of Isaac Israeli’s Pantegni, concerned, respectively,
with gynecological and obstetrical remedies and male impotence caused by magic.?® Since this
pathology was often deemed to originate in maleficium, the prescribed cure had to be just as magical.
However, it is also plausible that Codronchi’s strong anti-Jewish attitude may have encouraged this
proposal (Romeo 2005). In fact, already in the De Chistiana, Codronchi had dedicated an entire chapter
to the restrictions that Christian physicians should have observed when consulting Jewish physicians
(Codronchi 1591, ff. 110-13; Schleiner 1995, pp. 103—-4).

Other proposals examine Giovanni Michele Savonarola’s Practica Maior (1561), and, in particular,
heading 20 of chapter 1, which causally connected epilepsy to the female menstrual period and
encouraged the use of magical remedies and prayers. Section 32 of chapter 20 is also targeted, insofar
as it offers therapeutical solutions against male impotence.?’

Next, Codronchi proposes the expurgation of Niccolo Falcucci’s Sermones Medicales (1491)
specifically, sermon 3, which describes how to force the blood flow through enchantments (chp.
2), sermon 6, dedicated to the anatomical, physiological and therapeutical analysis of the reproductive

24
25

“ad coniugatas quae viros aliquo maleficio invicem odio habent”.

“ad extirpandas mariscas adhibit si neriosis radice cum quibusdam vanis observationibus [ ... ] ob huius libri defectum non
potui singillatim haec magica rimedia describere, quae alias notavi sic”.

“ad malum spiritum fugandum nonnulla proponit sortilegia”.

“Cum peperit mulier eadem hora antequam aliquid suma, aut sanguis eius purgetur, tolle carbones vivos, et extingue eos in
sanguine suos idi ter dicens: extinguo conceptionem mulieris huius, et nomina eam, ab omni coitu virili ex hai die vel ex hac
hora qua ipsa voluerit, salvis eius menstruis etc. Et statim carbones in pixide pone quantum volueris, et claude deinde ipsam
pixidem in lisitro involve, et diligenter liga et signa, et absconde eam, ut non aperiatur, ita ut nec sol nec luna eam videam”.
Israeli’s work was divided into two parts, Theorica and Practica, each divided into ten chapters, and the same division was
followed by the translator Constantine the African who gave it the name of Pantegni. The 1536 Basilean edition contains
only the Theorica part. Instead. Codronchi refers to the Practica that is found only in the Lyon edition of 1515, but that, as
highlighted by Monica Green, has little to do with the original Arabic, and can be considered almost entirely the work of
Constantine. (Green 1994).

Michele Savonarola then took up to some sections of Pratica maior to propose them again in the De regimine pregnantiuni, a
gynaecological and pediatric work which was particularly significant because it was addressed to women. His intention
was to disclose the expertise of the medicine for pregnant women and infants up to seven years, and for this reason, is
written in the vernacular.
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organs of both men and women, magical remedies (chp. 2), and remedies to find out whether a woman
claiming pregnancy is really pregnant (chp. 19).

Other passages are taken from John Anglicus’ Rosa Anglica (fourteenth century).>® Once again,
Codronchi opposes superstitious remedies and prayers used in the treatment of pain and hiccups. For
example, chapter 3 of the third book prescribed to treat toothache by reciting the prayer “in the name
of God and his Son Christ” and by writing sacred names on the patient’s jaw. The same holds for
Giovanni di Vigo’s Practica copiosa in arte chirurgica ad filium Aloisium (1517) and Bernardo Gordonio’s
Practica medicinae (1303), in which Codronchi expurgates magical remedies against epilepsy, which
involves the use of stones and prayers.

Codronchi also proposes the elimination of a chapter of Marco Gattinara’s De curis aegritudinum
(1542)—which is actually nothing more than a comment of the ninth book of the Liber medicinalis ad
Almansorem by Rhazes—in which magical remedies for excessive nosebleed are recommended.?! Then,
Codronchi deals with book 2 of Domenico Leoni’s Ars Medendi, in which Leoni explains the power of
succubus, incubus, the necromantic faculties of Merlin and insane love.

Lastly, the proposal to expurgate chapter 16 of Jean Fernel’s De abdits rerum causis (1548) deserves
particular attention.>? In the preface of the text, dedicated to the newly crowned Henry 1T of France,
Fernel encourages the exploration of the Hippocratic statements concerning the ‘divine aspects of
diseases’ (Forrester 2005, p. 119). He refers to the question of Hippocrates’ Prognostica where physicians
are encouraged to consider the possibility of divine elements in the disease before making a diagnosis
(Thivel 1975). His intention is to propose a medicine which goes beyond the epistemic horizon of
the ancient scholars. From Fernel’s point of view, ancient medical science has been improved by
the Christian doctrine. It is only through this reading that Hippocrates could be better understood,
and specifically because occult causes play a role not only in medicine but also in the whole natural
philosophy (Hirai 2005; Lavenia 2013). Fernel was part of a generation of scholars permeated by
Renaissance naturalism who believed that magic could act both in physis and on physis. The rediscovery
of Platonism and Hermeticism and the spread of Ficino’s translation of the Corpus Hermeticum recreated
a framework which embraced all the magical and astrological ancient wisdom and where Fernel’s occult
causes represented a legitimate part of natural philosophy. Moreover, such a framework represented
an alternative to the materialistic naturalism of the physicians who read Galen through Avicenna. Not
a rejection of Aristotelianism tout court, but the recovery of some peripatetic categories within the
broader Ficino’s spiritus mundi. (Walker 1972).

The discussion of classical themes of Aristotelian philosophy in the first part of Fernel’s book
prepares the ground for the central argument concerning the hidden causes of diseases displayed in the
second part. From Fernel’s Galenic point of view, ordinary diseases are the consequence of humoral
imbalances, while occult diseases are described as “evils of the total substance” (Forrester 2005, p. 549;
Deer Richardson 1985). From an Aristotelian perspective, these latter did not act on the humors of the
body only, but on the body as a whole; accordingly, they do not cause a simple humoral imbalance
but a complex symptomatology affecting the whole body. In contrast, venefical diseases are not only
unmeasurable but also detectable. These occult remedies are distinguished from magical remedies that
Fernel refuses to acknowledge, for only a rational and methodical analysis of occult faculties can be
advocated. Fernel’s intention was not to establish a magical or hermetical medicine or philosophy

30" Itis John of Gaddensen (ca. 1280-1361) who was probably the first English court physician (Cholmeley 1912). The original

Latin text was translated and circulated extensively in the Irish version and in manuscript form since the beginning of
the fourteenth century, then was printed for the first time in Pavia in 1492. The Irish translation is not accurate and often
presents interpolations of Bernardo Gordonio’s Lilium medicinae. There were many re-editions of the work, including a
handwritten Irish translation from 1450, and Codronchi refers to the last of these printed in Augsburg in 1595.

These included the bursa pastoris. The “shepherd’s bag” is a plant with hemostatic and astringent properties mainly used to
stop or calm the excessive menstrual flow.

“quamplurima recenset remedia superstitiosa, et fortasse magica nonnulla, quibus, ut ipse scritti, quamplurimi sanari morbi
creditum est. a car. 277. ibi superstitiosum dico morbum comitialem etc. usque a car 279. inclusive et in finem capitis”.

31

32
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on the example of Ficino, but simply to solve those pathological questions that Aristotelian-Galenic
medicine could not solve by appealing to occult causes.

Chapter 16 of Fernel’s book, the one that Codronchi proposes to expurgate, deals with the actuality
of supernatural diseases and diabolical possession. It reports the case of a young boy suffering from
convulsions and strong and rapid shocks, apparently not associated with alterations of the mind or the
senses. In fact, the boy’s mind was healthy even during the fury of the convulsions. All the doctors
who visited him diagnosed epilepsy caused by harmful vapors placed on the spine and spreading from
the column to the limbs through the nerves, but the vapors did not reach the brain. Only after three
months was the actual cause of the disease discovered: a demon presented himself by speaking Latin
and Greek through the boy’s voice, although the patient did not know Greek at all (Forrester 2005,
pp. 652-55). Fernel briefly describes the powers of demons, how they enter bodies and afflict them
in many ways by intervening either directly in the structures or by causing an imbalance of humors
in the body. At least to that point, it does not seem that Fernel’s discourse is in any way opposed to
that of Codronchi. However, Fernel proceeds to explain that demons are responsible for all this, and
since they belong outside nature, remedies against them will have to transcend the sensitive: among
transcendent remedies, some are genuinely divine, others are magical. Moreover, superstitions occur
not only in what transcends nature, but also in most natural remedies—such as when powers are
attributed to herbs, plants, stones or metals, powers that are related neither to manifest qualities nor
to their entire substance. Once again, Codronchi’s concern is not related to the understanding of the
hidden origin of diseases, but rather to their magical resolution. Therefore, Codronchi’s attempt is to
reaffirm once again the primacy of the physician in the therapeutic dimension.

Codronchi’s proposals to the Congregation of the Index regarding the expulsion of medical works
appears to be motivated by two sorts of reasons that proceed hand in hand. First, it should be noted
that proposals mainly concern extracts from ancient and medieval texts which offer treatments for
epilepsy and female illnesses. In the works listed by Codronchi the sacred disease is interpreted as
similar to other common brain diseases. However, even when naturalized, epilepsy is cured with
magical remedies and practices. Scribonius Largus treats epilepsy as a disorder of the head, along with
headaches, dizziness and sinusitis; Alexander of Tralles also refers to epilepsy as a headache; Savonarola
deals with epilepsy in the broader chapter on brain diseases; similarly, Domenico Leoni clarifies that
‘the cause of epilepsy is in the proper essence in the brain’ (Leoni 1583, f. 126). The therapies offered
by these authors all involve magical remedies or religious means, such as the prayers proposed by
Gordonius. In the sixteenth century, despite the rationalistic efforts of the followers of Hippocrates and
Galen, the echo of the supernatural explanation of epilepsy had not yet subsided (Temkin 1971; Eadie
and Bladin 2001). We could even suppose that such a supernatural explanation went through some
sort of a revival in this period: in the European context of witch-hunting and diabolical obsession, the
rational explanation of epilepsy was rejected in favor of an explanation which accounted for convulsion
and momentary aphasia and which was compatible with diabolical possession.

To return to what Codronchi stated in the De morbis veneficis, superstitious activities are evil not
only because they are contrary to God, but also because they are ineffective. In fact, such superstitious
activities are not only based on an erroneous knowledge of the natural order of things, but they may
also involve powers that a good Christian should never attempt to use. In addition, in the De morbis
veneficis, Codronchi explains how peripatetic rationalism is to be philosophically rejected because it
was incapable of explaining diseases caused by venefici. Hippocratic and Galenic science needed to be
revised as well, inasmuch as they made exclusive reference to the principles of natural philosophy.>
Thus, on the one hand, the naturalization of epilepsy following the Hippocratic example would have

33 Codronchi (1595), ff. 21r-22: “[ ... ] At Deus horum morborum causa esse non potest, nec caeteri morbi ita appellantur; ideo

sequitur morborum hunc sacrum alia ratione dici. Malefici enim ac Magi (ut arbitror), Hippocratis tempore, quo rudes
satis erant homines ut improbitates suas ac scelera tegerent imponebant plebi, hunc morbum esse divinitus dimissum: et
divinis est remediis et expiationibus abolendum esse. Quae remedia et expiationes quoniam in cultum et venerationem
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totally emptied of meaning the whole analysis that Codronchi makes of demons and their powers.
On the other hand, Codronchi is a physician and he cannot accept that a toothache could be cured
with prayers, as suggested by John Anglicus. Therefore, Codronchi was caught between two medical
orthodoxies which he despised: one which denied ‘supernatural” causation, the other advocated for
supernatural but magical cures.

For the same reason, it should come as no surprise that Codronchi’s other major concern is women'’s
disease. Codronchi had already expressed his opposition to Aristotelian and Galenic rationalist theories.
His refusal then extends from the strictly medical field to the more general sixteenth-century paradigm
concerning obstetrical and gynaecological pathologies, which had seen the galenic-paradigm totally
overturned. If, for Galen, menstruation represented a sort of natural bloodletting, a purge against many
pathologies and also a nourishment for the foetus, in early modern times the relationship between
disease and menstruation was reversed, and menstrual blood, to which nefarious vapors are associated,
was instead conceived as the cause of pathologies, able to infect others.

All the extracts presented by Codronchi in the list treat gynaecological and sexual problems with
heterodox and typically magical methods. This aspect is not unusual, since female genital anatomy
was fundamentally ill-understood until the end of the eighteenth century; as a consequence, the
attribution of psychological and moral causes was typical of women'’s medical manuals. Medieval and
early modern treatises inevitably took into account magical elements (Niccoli 2006; King 2007; Green
2008). The passages that Codronchi proposes to expurgate in the works of Priscianus, Falcucci and
Savonarola are part of this context. It looks like Codronchi’s anti-magical concerns are grounded in
both medical—scientific—and religious principles. What Codronchi wants to eliminate from the textual
medical culture is the part of medical production that admits the possibility of magical treatments and
remedies, for, in the Italian context of the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, this would have
meant legitimizing the work of folk healers, charlatans and magicians to whom the sick turned for
help. These also included midwives to whom women appealed to not only during pregnancy and
childbirth but also to solve any other gynaecological problem.

Another set of reason may concern the published editions of the works expurgated. It is certainly
unlikely that Codronchi had direct access to the original copies of the works listed. Alexander Trallianus’
work represented a fundamental text for the teaching of medicine throughout the Middle Ages, then,
in the early modern age, it was translated from Greek to Latin and found a widespread audience in the
territories of the German area.* Furthermore, it is repeatedly mentioned by Girolamo Gabucini in the
De comitiali morbo libri III and by Thomas Mouffet, an English Paracelsian physician; Myrepsius’ book
circulated thanks to the Greek-to Latin translation of Leonhart Fuchs, a well-known Lutheran physician
and botanist and had been proposed as a model for the official pharmacopoeia by William Bullein in
England. However, it is possible to suppose that all the ancient sources recorded by Codronchi had
a single origin, namely the Medicae artis princeps published in Paris by Henri Estienne in 1567. The
work is a summa of pharmacological notions elaborated over the centuries by combining the Greek and
Latin traditions with Arab and Byzantine medicine. All these editions manifestly contained heterodox
theses, were produced in German-speaking lands and were particularly widespread in Protestant
countries. If Codronchi’s source was actually Henri Estienne, we should not forget that the author was
the son of Robert Estienne, the official royal printer under Francis I who was accused of heresy by the
Sorbonne in 1547 for having translated the biblical texts. This aspect may not have gone unnoticed
within Codronchi’s project of ensuring not only medical but also political and religious orthodoxy.

To conclude, a parallel reading of the De morbis veneficis and of the list sent to the Congregation of
the Index suggests that more than sincere spirituality, Codronchi’s motivation exposes his intention

cacodaemonum cedebant: eorum auxilio malefici viri quamplurimos curabant. Vel curatos esse ex aliquo temporis intervallo
demonstrabant”.

34 The Strasbourg editions of 1549 edited by Gunther of Andernach was reprinted three times in Venice in 1552, 1555 and 1573.
The Basel edition of 1556, similarly edited by Andernach, was reprinted in Lyon in 1576.
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to emancipate medicine both from theology, with which he expects and hopes to form a dialectic,
especially from that medical marketplace mostly composed of non-specialists. In effect, even in the De
morbis veneficis, Codronchi appears to be in line with the Counter-Reformation policies and with the
deepest Christian morality; the book simultaneously emphasizes the metaphysical and theological
reality of demons and their power within the physical space, as well as the fundamental role of the
physician in fighting them. Therefore, the aim is to establish an autonomous space for medicine, even
if, for Codronchi, this happens within the field of theology and not outside it.

Demonology offers an opportunity to reaffirm the substantial common purpose of physicians and
exorcists, and, at the same time, to emphasize the primary role of the physician in acting on the body.
The only forward step medicine can take is before the under the aegis of ecclesia. For this reason, even
if Codronchi insists that the physician must turn to the exorcist in case of devilish possession, as the
devil actually represents an earthly expedient.
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Abstract: Witchcraft is a varied historical phenomenon with changing sociocultural aspects according
to the times and the places considered. Nonetheless, it is possible to trace the different cultural
substrata giving shape to witch-beliefs in order to shed light on their process of amalgamation. The aim
of this study is to show how the folkloric and the Classical literary motives were intertwined in the
fifteenth century by figures lauded as the high intellectuals of the time, Franciscan and Dominican
preachers and inquisitors, to produce a coherent and multifaceted picture of witchcraft-related beliefs.
By putting some of the most significant sources that I have analyzed in my monograph Witchcraft,
Superstition, and Observant Franciscan Preachers in relation to others that I have not considered before
composed by the same or different authors, my aim is to show how this process of combination
of various cultural traditions gave shape to the creation and the understanding of the witchcraft
phenomenon. Furthermore, I also intend to highlight how the at times contradictory views concerning
witch-beliefs, pointing either to realistic or to skeptical stances, are related to specific declensions of
those different traditions on the part of the friars.
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religious history

Witchcraft is a multifaceted cultural phenomenon with its nature, causes, and outcomes bound to
a high degree of variation and fluidity according to the geographical and the chronological boundaries
considered.! The origin and the peculiar cultural substrata shaping witch-beliefs can, however,
be reconstructed in detail to shed light on their intellectual formative processes. My aim here is to
show how two of the main cultural substrata behind the construction of witch-beliefs, the folkloric and
the Classical literary motives, were intertwined in the fifteenth century by Mendicant preachers and
inquisitors to produce a coherent and multifaceted picture of witchcraft-related beliefs. By relating
some of the most meaningful sources that I have analyzed in my monograph Witchcraft, Superstition,
and Observant Franciscan Preachers (2015) to others that I have not analyzed before, my aim is twofold.
I aim to show how this process of amalgamation of various cultural traditions gave shape to the
creation and the understanding of the witchcraft phenomenon, and to highlight how the at times
contradictory views concerning witch-beliefs pointing either to realistic or to skeptical stances, are
associated with specific declensions of those different traditions on the part of the friars. In other
words, I shall show how and with what purpose the texts of the friars recall and reuse both folkloric
and classical traditions in dealing with witch-beliefs.?

The myth of witchcraft is not a standalone phenomenon, one disconnected from a wider, and at the
same time, specific context. Through their assessment of people’s level of adherence to Christian faith,

1 Cf. (Kieckhefer 2013, 2006; Barry and Davies 2007; Briggs 1996).
2 See (Conti 2015).
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according to the rules of Scholastic theological models, the Mendicant friars collected and elaborated
on elements that would become a constitutive part of beliefs in witchcraft. In this regard, those friars
often dealt with witch-beliefs as part of their concerns over superstition—this latter being the domain
opposing official Christian religious practices—as well as in the context of pastoral care, as  have shown
in the case of fifteenth-century Milanese Franciscan friars® The teachings of the confessor as well as
those of the preacher show how the world of superstition is vast. As the renowned Dominican preacher
Girolamo Savonarola (d. 1498) shows in his Eruditorium confessorum, a handbook for the instruction
of confessors, superstition opposes religion, and it includes specific categories of practitioners of
witchcraft among those dealing with other classes of magic:

The sinner has to be interrogated about the superstitious cult, which acts against religion.
[ ... ] The idolaters, necromancers, evil doers (malefici), sorceresses (mulieres incantatrices),
and whoever else exhibit cult to the devil, they all sin against that [religion] in a very serious
way [ ... ]. And similarly [sin] the enchanters, diviners, and those who say to be able to find
stolen objects through various superstitions as well as those who wear amulet scrolls hanged
on their neck [ ... |4

Malefici and mulieres incantatrices certainly belong within the domain of witchcraft. While the term
maleficus can be employed in a general way to indicate the one who conducts evil, in his Libellus against
magicians the Dominican Isidoro Isolani (d. 1528) includes witches (strigae) as part of the malefici
category.5 The women who practice sorcery (mulieres incantatrices) offer the category of superstition an
even more precise orientation towards witch-beliefs, leading to the construction of the stereotype of the
witch practitioner typically being female. Within this context, folklore and classical culture emerged as
the two primary domains from which the constitutive elements of beliefs in witchcraft will be taken
and assembled.

In the record of superstitions that is part of the Sermones discipuli de tempore published in 1418 by
the German Dominican preacher Johannes Herolt (d. 1468), known as the Discipulus, the friar gives an
interesting account of beliefs seemingly referring to pre-Christian folkloric traditions. In particular,
in his Sermon 41 for the second Sunday of Lent titled “On the twenty-four types of men who falsify
faith,” Herolt enlists a number of beliefs and behaviors in opposition to the Christian faith, twenty-one
of which are considered to be superstitions.® Some of these elements concern the domain of divination,
such as casting lots, the one of enchantment, such as casting spells, or that of magic, such as putting
together love potions. Other elements pertain to superstitious attitudes called vanae observationes
that Herolt, as all the other friars, generally consider with leniency, including observing dreams or
observing the course of the moon and the sun. Other beliefs, on the contrary, are of much greater
concern for the friar. Above all, the vetulae or old women who can make a woman sterile or provide
advice on how to get rid of a fetus, as well as those women who enchant people and beasts, fall under
the suspicion of showing a diabolic attitude endangering life in all its forms.

It had been most notably the belief in the train of the goddess Diana and the host of the dead as
related by Herolt to catch the interest of scholars. The German friar develops a rather different version
of the well-known witchcraft mythology centered on the ludus Dianae or the “Game of Diana,” which
relates to the tenth century canon Episcopi. Through its successive redactions by Regino of Priim’s De
ecclesiasticis disciplinis of 906, Burchard of Worm’s Decretum, and later on, Gratian’s Decretum, the canon

On the weight of tradition and the role of superstition for the development of witchcraft cf.: (Bailey 2013); for the Milanese
case see: (Conti 2011, pp. 62-91; Conti 2016, pp. 201-13).

Interrogandus est etiam peccator de superstitioso cultu qui est contra religionem. [ ... ] Peccant etiam contra hoc gravissime
idolatre, necromantici, et malefici, et mulieres incantatrices et quicumque alii qui exhibentes cultum diabolo [ ... ]. Etideo
incantatores, et divinatores, et qui dicunt se invenire furta per varias superstitiones, et portantes brevia ad collum [ ... ]:
(Savonarola 1510) f. [E Vr].

5 (Isolani 1506). Cf.: (Conti 2015, pp. 225-26).

6 (Herolt 1497) Sermon 41, fols hi*P-hiiii".
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Episcopi, mistakenly believed as issued at the Council of Ancyra of 314, pointed to those deluded
women who believe they go about at night in the train with the goddess Diana (or with Herodias
according to other redactions) on the backs of animals:

It is also not to be omitted that some wicked women, who have given themselves back to
Satan and been seduced by the illusions and phantasms of demons, believe and profess that,
in the hours of night, they ride upon certain beasts with Diana, the goddess of the pagans,
and an innumerable multitude of women, and in the silence of the night traverse great spaces
of earth, and obey her commands as of their lady, and are summoned to her service on certain
nights. [ ... ] Such phantasms are imposed on the minds of infidels not by the divine but by
the malignant spirit.”

Herolt connects this mythology to the world of the dead, as opposed to the original text of Episcopi.
This separates his text from the several other authors who elaborate on the same myth without making
such an association.® The Dominican preacher writes:

The nineteenth [in this list] are those who believe that Diana goes about at night with her
army through great distances. Similarly, some at night prepare the table and uncover the

vessels so that the souls of the dead should fill them and bring them every fortune.”

The term army (exercitus) employed by the German preacher while pointing to belief in the night train
of Diana travelling through the space of many lands, refers to the “furious horde” of the dead, thus
apparently merging the myth of Diana with that of the army of the dead of Germanic origin. This was
later connected to Unholda, the demonized and witch-like version of the goddess Holda, originally
linked to the idea of bounty. The positive, original belief connected to this mythology is proven by the
fact that, as Herolt writes, at night some people prepare tables and leave the pots open so that the souls
of the deceased that are part of the army of Diana can fill them and make the households rich. The core
of this belief rests on the idea of bounty and fortune brought about by those ghostly entities to the
houses they visit, constituting an interesting opening towards the vast and foggy land of folkloric or
popular beliefs.

As it is known, belief in supernatural travelers of female appearance and good inclination, visiting
houses at night and being known as bonae res or “good things,” enjoys a rather rich written tradition
in medieval literature. Both William of Auvergne’s (d. 1249) dominae nocturnae travelling in the
train of a female figure whom he calls Lady Abundia and Satia, and the Dame Abonde of the late
thirteenth-century Roman de la Rose show a clear link with the idea of prosperity. Stephen of Bourbon
(d. 1261) as well as Vincent of Beauvais (d. 1264) link the “good women” to Diana (and Herodias)
and the mulieres of the canon Episcopi, thus highlighting the interconnections between folkloric and
literary domains. Such “good ladies,” potentially dangerous entities themselves, had more harmful
counterparts in the vast array of sorcerers roaming around with them such as the estries mentioned in
the Roman de la Rose, and especially those evil nightly entities known as striges or lamiae which can
shapeshift and murder children.

These latter beliefs are about entities coming from the Greco-Roman tradition. Lamize were
modeled on the Lamia of the Greek mythology, the beautiful Lybian princess and former mistress of

Tllud etiam non est omittendum, quod quaedam sceleratae mulieres retro post satanam conuersae, daemonum illusionibus
et phantasmatibus seductae, credunt se et profitentur nocturnis horis cum Diana paganorum dea et innumera multitudine
mulierum equitare super quasdam bestias, et multa terrarum spacia intempestae noctis silentio pertransire, eiusque
iussionibus uelut dominae obedire, et certis noctibus ad eius servicium euocari. [ ... ] non a diuino sed a maligno spiritu
talia phantasmata mentibus infidelium irrogari: (Regino of Priim 1880); for the English translation of the Canon see:
(Kors and Peters 2001, pp. 61-63).

8 See: (Ginzburg 1991, pp. 101-3).

Deciminoni sunt qui credunt quod Diana cum exercitu suo de nocte ambulet per multa spatia. Item aliqui de nocte preparant
mensam et vasa discoperiunt ut manes debeant illa replere et ipsis hominibus fortunium prebere: Herolt, Sermones discipuli,
Sermon 41, fol. hiiii". See: (Conti 2015, p. 265).
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Zeus, who would later become a monster murdering young children. This is paralleled in near-eastern
Lilith, their counterpart in the recurrent ancestral fear of child-killing demons.!°

The Sicilian donni di fuora or the “ladies from outside” studied by Gustav Henningsen, represent
the example of “good women” who mediated between the world of the humans and that of the fairies.
These testify to the proximity to a mythology centered on joyful, dancing, and festive processions
of fairies bringing food and prosperity to the houses they visit. That of the donni is a specific case
of folkloric taste, having nothing to do with diabolic witchcraft, notwithstanding the attempt of the
Spanish inquisition to merge the two traditions into one single pattern, just as it would happen with
the Benandanti studied by Carlo Ginzburg.!! We cannot detect any diabolical traits in the accounts of
the gatherings of the Sicilian ladies and in their entering the houses at night, as one woman joining
them declared: “When they went into the houses it was like a wind, and they opened the chests and
dressed themselves up in the clothes they found, and they played the tambourine and the lute and
sang very sweetly.”1?

It is in the interpretative efforts of the inquisition as well as in the texts of the preachers that
the evolution from a mythology connected to joy and bounty can be seen taking up its diabolical
connotation. This is often characterized by the idea of an inversion of Christian faith. Often the stance
of the authors concerning these beliefs can vary within the context of belief in the [udus Dianae, from
which the stereotype of the witches’ Sabbath emerged.

The exemplum of the young girl from Ivrea told by the Milanese Observant Franciscan friar
Bernardino Busti plays a particularly meaningful role in this context. According to the preacher,
a young woman was convinced by a vetula, a wicked old lady, to join her at the Game of Diana
(Iudus Dianae). According to the folklore, this was a joyful event and closely linked to the history
and mythology prevalent in the community. In her case, however, there is a condition. As the friar
highlights, in order to take part in the game the girl is required to renounce her Christian faith:

A certain girl was often urged by a diabolical little old lady to go with her to the Game of
Diana, after she had once said to her that she had never seen nor experienced such delights,
and at last agreed to go. When the old lady told her that in order to participate in those
sights and pleasures she would have to renounce the Christian faith, baptism and all the
sacraments of the Church, she did all that.!?

The friar goes on telling how the two women, the young girl and the diabolical old lady, went to a
“wonderful hall covered with silk and filled with pleasant fragrances” where they engaged in joyful
dances in the company of handsome young men dressed in golden and silver clothing. This went
on until disgusted by the behavior of the vetula, the girl uttered the name of Jesus, and the entire
ludus suddenly disappeared, leaving the young woman alone, right in the same place where she was
before embarking on the experience, as she afterwards told to her confessor. As I have shown in my
book, along with the new, diabolical connotation of the [udus Dianae, a development in the intellectual
stance of the Milanese Franciscan friars about the nature of these beliefs takes place with an approach
steadily leading to skepticism about their reality. That follows a line already expressed by Johannes
Nider’s (d. 1438) well-known exemplum concerning the vetula dementata (deluded old little woman)
who accepted to demonstrate her ability to be carried through the air on a night ride with Diana to
a Dominican friar. While the woman experienced she was flying, the friar, however, could just see

10 See: (Diodorus 2000, pp. 237-85); (Diodorus 2002, pp, 251-55); Cf.: (Montesano 2018, pp. 30 ff., 110-21; Paule 2018, pp.
65-74).

u (Henningsen 2001, pp. 191-215; Ginzburg 1992).

12 (Henningsen 2001, p. 199)

Quedam iuvenis sepius incitata a quadam vetula diabolica ut ad ludum Diane secum pergeret, cum ei semel inter alia diceret

quod numquam talia solatia viderat nec habuerat, tandem consensit. Cumque illi vetula diceret quod talibus spectaculis et

consolationibus interesse non poterat nisi fidei christiane et baptismo atque omnibus sacramentis ecclesie renunciaret, illa

omnia fecit: (Busti 1498, Sermon 16, fol. 129™¥2). Text in (Conti 2015, pp. 273-74).
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her falling asleep in the bowl where she had sat after having rubbed herself with some ointments and
apparently having convulsions during her self-induced “demonic dreams.”

Along this line, those who visit the houses at night are not always described as fairies, but are
accused of being evil women, specifically vetulae, according to a growing stereotypical association
of witches with old women. These are women who can turn into other species, especially cats
(shapeshifting being a feature that these evil beings share with the harmless fairies) in order to better
penetrate into houses, which they can enter even through closed doors, to bring harm to babies
placidly sleeping in their cradles. Still with a skeptical stance, the Observant Franciscan Antonio da
Vercelli describes this belief discharging the women from perpetrating those actions, and granting sole
responsibility onto the devil: “As what is seen under the shape of a cat is simply the devil himself,
whom in the shape of an old woman or a cat kidnaps and murders babies in the cradle.”! In order to
discharge the accused women from the accusations, Antonio agrees that even in the case that something
concrete happens, it is not due to the action of the woman allegedly involved but due to the devil.

Antonio elaborates further on the problem of the reality of this witch-belief by denying that
the wounds one might detect on the bodies of a vetula should be considered the result of a physical
altercation between the parents and the vetula and therefore the proof that she was a witch visiting
homes at night:

On whether the blow truly leaves traces on the body of the little old lady, or in other words,
whether such a wound is really imprinted on her, I say that this can happen in three ways.
First, in a natural way, due to fact that the old woman may have injured herself by falling;
second, this can happen due to strong imagination, as a punishment for her sins, as she
believes of being part of the followers of Herodias or Diana, and to go about fascinating
babies [so that] such wounds can be found on her as all this imagination makes her to fall;
third, as the devil himself can injure the woman, with the permission of God, to punish her
for her sins, and from all this she is convinced of being beaten or of killing the babies. To
this you can add, if you want, a forth possibility: since the devil can deceive the eyesight of
several people by making the little old lady seem that she was beaten, while she was not.!®

The only real element, according to the preacher, is the illusion and that is the reason for the wounds
one can find on the bodies of those vetulae erroneously considered to be witches. There are three
possible causes for the wounds detected on the women as Antonio states: the first is the most common
and it rests on the possibility that the women could have simply fallen during the day. The second can
be the power of the imagination of the vetula concerning the reality of her travels along with Diana
or Herodias, an imagination that can generate real falls. The last is a supernatural type of possibility,
when with the permission of God the devil harms the old, wicked woman to punish her for her sins
and she becomes convinced of having been beaten or performing her murderous acts on the babies.
Here Antonio seems to elaborate further on an issue already addressed by Bernardino da Siena, when
he points out that “the devil makes it seem to that evil woman that she shapeshift into a cat and go
around bewitching. However, she remains in her bed. These are illusions of the devil to deceive

14 See: (Chene 1999, pp. 134-36). Cf.: (Klaniczay 2008, pp. 63-64).

15 Tllud quod videtur in forma gatte simpliciter est ipse demon in specie vetularum vel musipularum pueros de cunabulis et
lecto rapiens et occidens: (Antonio da Vercelli 1492, Sermon 45, fol. 329vab). Text in (Conti 2015, p- 279).

Quod autem realiter in persona vetule percussio facta remaneat, seu tale vulnus vetule imprimatur, dico quod hoc triplici
respectu euenire potest. Primo naturaliter, ex casu ut puta dum cadendo tale vulnus recepisset. Secundo, hoc potest
accidere ex vehementi ymaginatione in penam peccati, quia dum talis vetula ex comitibus se fore credit Herodiadis vel
Diane, et credit se in ymaginatione esse ad rapiendum pueros, tale vulnus in ea factum remanet pro eo quod vehemens
ymaginatio plerumque facit casum suum. Tertio, dicas quod permittente Deo in penam peccati diabolus sibi tale vulnus
infligit ex quo ipsa credit se esse ad actum illius percussionis seu occisionis pueri. Adde si vis et quartum responsum
quia plerunque diabolus potest deludere oculos videntium, ut talis vetula videatur percussa, cum tamen percussa non sit:
(Antonio da Vercelli 1492, Sermon 45, fol. 329“’”).
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people!”'7 According to Bernardino, it is just the devil who wants to deceive people, to make it seem to
the woman that she shapeshifted into a cat and went around bewitching. All while the truth is that she
remains in her bed. The power of imagination, one might say.

Friars decry the belief in metamorphosis or the ability of humans to shapeshift into different
species, as a diabolic illusion. To prove this point, Roberto da Lecce refers to examples of humans
transformed into animals by magical or divine tricks in Classical myth and literature, primarily through
the auctoritas of Augustine of Hippo, whose skeptical stance Roberto adopts to sustain his own view
on this matter. Thus, the transformation of the companions of the Thracian hero Diomedes into birds
“in the fashion of big geese” (“a modo de grosse oche”), that of Ulysses’ companions into beasts by the
“beautiful, evil, and lecherous” (“bella, malefica, e meretrice”) Circe, and Lucius transformed into an
ass by the mistake of the witch’s servant Fotis in Apuleius’ The Golden Ass, are all cases that, according
to Roberto, participate in making belief in shapeshifting unrealistic, if not ridiculous.!8

The belief - of folkloric taste - concerning the night visits of fairies into the homes not only had a
completely harmless scope but also a positive one in bringing prosperity, joy, and fun to the babies
living in the house. Such a belief eventually shifted into the one in old women changing shape in order
to better sneak into the houses and murder the babies sleeping in their rooms. This is a shift from
prosperity to its negation, and from life to death: that was the true sense of any witchcraft for those
communities. The interesting point besides the evident shift in the meaning and the interpretation
of these beliefs seems to be the skeptical view developed in the writings of those friars. There are,
of course, discordant voices about this in the coeval sources and different approaches were always
possible. The case of the condemnation by such an inquisitor as the Dominican Heinrich Kramer of
“those dangerous and unlearned preachers” (“periculosi et indocti praedicatores”), as he calls them,
who were apparently trying to relieve accusations against alleged witches based on their skeptical
stance, is one important sign of the tense coexistence of different views concerning witch-beliefs
among friars.!?

Thus, the Franciscan preacher Roberto da Lecce tells, with a witty spirit, an anecdote describing
how one of those vetulae even gets to the point of making fun of the belief in her own travelling at
night and to gain something for herself out of such credulity:

In a certain town there was a dog-faced old woman, who used to go to the course [with the
goddess Diana], and some women who had their husbands afar went to her, whose name
was lady Simia, asking her one by one of their husbands. The old woman replied to them:
“I'will go to the course tonight, and I shall tell you tomorrow morning what I know, but bring
to me a nice, fat Paduan crow”, and that foolish woman brought that to her. The dog-faced
old woman ate that all, and at times those women also brought her some good wine, so that,
eating and drinking so well, she also slept well at night, waking up when the sun was already
high. Thus, while the women were waiting to receive an answer, the depraved and malicious
dog-faced woman, told them the first thing she had in mind, and sometimes she guessed it
right, while other times she did not, in this way still eating the crow.?

17" El dimonio fa parere a quella mala femmina ch’ella diventi gatta e vada stregando, ma ella si sta nel letto suo. Lusioni di

dimonio per ingannare altrui! See: (Bernardino da Siena 1934, p. 169).
18 (Roberto da Lecce 1517, fol. 18™). Cf.: (Augustine of Hippo 1955, pp. 47-48).
19 (Kramer 1496, pp. 285-86, fols Tii"PTiii™). Cf: (Conti 2015, pp. 285-86).
Erat in quadam civitate una vetula rechagnata, que pergebat in cursu, et domine, que maritos procul habebant, ad eam
proficiscebantur, vocabaturque domina Simia, ac ei dicebant, videlicet nunc una, modo altera velle scire quid viri sit.
Atilla: “Me ac nocte in cursum oportet accedere, sciam in mane tibi dicere, sed feras mihi unam bonam gracillam magnam
pinguem paduanam’. Illa pazarella eam ferebat. Vetulla [sic] vero rechagnata totam edebat, et aliquando ei optimum vinum
ferebant, et ipsa, que bene ederat et biberat, etiam in nocte bene dormiebat, adeo quod, quando se excitabat, sol altus erat.
Demum ille eam expectabant ut ab ea aliquod responsum haberent, sed rechagnata, viciosa, seu maliciosa eis responsum
dabat secundum quod per prius cogitaverat, et aliquando verum divinabat et aliquando non, et hoc pacto gracillas edebat:
(Roberto da Lecce 1983, p. 210).
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Simia, the “dog-faced” old woman, is thus said to go to the night train with Diana and certain women
want to exploit her travels for the sake of knowing about their husbands who are far from home. In an
exchange, the vetula asks for a fat, good jackdaw to eat. The women keeps providing Simia with
food and wine so, full and happy after eating and drinking, the vetula sleeps during the night and
wakes well into the day. In order to comply with her pact with the women, the old lady gives them
different answers sometimes guessing right, and sometimes not. Roberto da Lecce treats this as a good
and comical way to represent the nonsense of the belief in the witches’ night train while at the same
time showing his own attitude, not at all concerned about these beliefs, which he is working hard to
delegitimize. We need to imagine the effect those short tales were intended to have on the audience
during the preaching event, that of changing the beliefs and behaviors of the laity.

Through this, however, we are left to wonder: who could be considered a witch? This is a
fundamental question for us as it was for the friars dealing with witch-beliefs within their communities.
It was while the friars characterized the evil nature of the old woman or the vetula that they merged
disparate traditions into the definition of such a character. For sure, there is not a simple and univocal
path towards the characterization of the witch. These stereotypes and beliefs are interwoven much as
the threads of a knitting. What we see is a process of amalgamation of different traditions, to which
sometimes-diverging stances correspond.

The idea of evil, monstrous beings of female nature attempting at life, and especially at the life
of babies, arrived to the study table of the fifteenth century friar from an old tradition rooted in
Roman and Greek literature and mythology.?! As has been pointed out, the Roman literary tradition
offers a varied characterization of what we would consider a witch, also pointing to her by different
terminology, such as docta, divina, maga, saga, venefica, malefica, lamia, or by the simple periphrasis
quaedam anus (some old woman), so close to the by then common quedam vetula, which we have already
discussed. Central to the characterization of the witch is, however, the strix (pl. striges).?? The strix
is a type of night bird, generally considered a screech owl, although this association only happened
in modern times as Marina Montesano has pointed out. It was originally not considered an animal
belonging to the natural world, but rather a monstrous creature of human (feminine)-bird appearance.
The elegiac couplets of Ovid’s Fasti give a popular description of these mysterious beings:

These are insatiable birds, not the harpies that deprived
Phineas of his feasts, although it is from them that they descend:
Their heads are large, their eyes unblinking, their beaks made for hunting;
Their wings are white, their talons hooked,
At night they fly and seek out children separated from their nurses
To snatch them from their cradles and rend their bodies;
They are said to tear out children’s milky entrails with their beaks
And fill their gullets with the blood they have drunk.
There is a name for those birds—striges—so called
Because of their strident shrieking in the night.
Whether therefore they are born birds, or are made such by enchantment

And are nothing but women transformed into fowls by a Marsian spell.??

21 On this: (Montesano 2018, pp. 11-66).

22 (Paule 2018, pp. 8-9, 67-72).

25 Sunt avidae volucres, non quae Phineia mensis | guttura fraudabant, sed genus inde trahunt: | grande caput, stantes oculi,
rostra apta rapinis; | canities pennis, unguibus hamus inest; | nocte volant puerosque petunt nutricis egentes, | et vitiant cunis
corpora rapta suis; | carpere dicuntur lactentia viscera rostris, | et plenum poto sanguine guttur habent. | est illis strigibus
nomen; sed nominis huius | causa quod horrenda stridere nocte solent. | Sive igitur nascuntur aves, seu carmine fiunt |
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“These are insatiable birds,” Ovid says, and although not the same as the harpies that tormented
the Thracian seer Phineus by stealing his food—as told in Apollonius” Argonautica (2, 178-499)—they
still descend in some ways from the harpies. The physical description of the striges does not bear a
resemblance to the mythological appearance of the harpies, but reminds the reader of owls or birds
of ill-omen mentioned by other Roman poets, with their large heads, unblinking eyes, beaks made
for hunting, whitish wings, and hooked claws. Some other features of the striges will later become a
constitutive part of witch-beliefs: they fly in the night, attack babies in their cradles, especially those
lacking the care of a nurse (nutricis egentes), and their throats are full of the blood they have drunk.
They are called striges, Ovid points out, because of the strident shrieks they emit in the night.?* The
Roman poet does not provide indications on whether these creatures were old women changed into
birds by Marsian spells or whether they were just born as birds. A possible answer to this issue,
in the direction of asserting that these women were shapeshifters, can be found in Petronius’ Satyricon,
through the words of Trimalchio, when speaking of the striges (strigae in this text) he says that they are
wise women and night-riders (“sunt mulieres plussciae, sunt Nocturnae”).>

Other popular figures of apparent witches in Latin literature, this time of human nature,
and specifically “old women” (anus) such as Horace’s Canidia and Lucan’s Erichtho, share with the
striges (and with the lamiae) most of their traits, especially their basic failure as mothers, the murdering
and dismembering of children, magic rituals, and the association with the night. These characters also
add elements or skills that will later join the other features in describing proper figures of witches. First
are skills related to the ability of preparing potions and poisons, which will characterize such women
as veneficae or poisoners.?® A figure of old woman that played a role in the subsequent medieval
elaboration of the stereotype of the witch as a vetula is represented by Dipsas, both a bawd and a
witch, of which Ovid gives an elaborate description in his Amores. Dipsas is never sober and has some
supernatural and evil predispositions: she knows how to use herbs, she can make clouds gather in
the sky or make the face of the Moon become blood-red, in the shadows of night she can presumably
(suspicor, says Ovid) shapeshift with her old woman’s body growing feathers, and she can summon
ghosts as well as do harm by her tongue. These are all traits that for the most part become a steady
presence in the characterization of the witches as vetulae.”

Trial records testify to the presence of the above mentioned elements well into the fifteenth century
among the charges against women accused of being witches, such as the well-known case of Matteuccia
of Todi, labeled a “woman of bad repute” and a witch, tried and condemned in 1428.28 The records
attest to the alleged ability of Matteuccia to shapeshift into a cat (not an owl), which by then had
already begun to represent the clear sign of the association of the woman with the devil. Above all,
she was accused of entering houses under that guise and to attack children in their cradles by sucking
their blood. The attacks against children offer some detail:

Furthermore, in that, around that, and above that, not satisfied with the aforementioned, in
the month of May 1422 on a Thursday, she went to the village of Rotelle, in the district of
Orvieto, for bewitching, and there she entered the house of a certain Mecarello, finding one
of his daughters asleep in a cradle next to the bed of her father, and she beat and sucked
[the blood of] that girl as she usually does.?’

neniaque in volucres Marsa figurat anus: (Ovid 1989, pp. 131-42). English translations are available in (Paule 2018, p. 67;
Montesano 2018, p. 55).

24 Cf. (Paule 2018, p. 67; Montesano 2018, pp. 55 ff). For an analysis of Ovid's text, see: (Littlewood 2006, pp. 45-47).

25 (Petronius 1925, pp. 9, 63). Cf.: (Montesano 2018, pp. 58-59).

26 (Montesano 1999, p. 104 ff.; Montesano 2018, p. 44 ff.; Paule 2018, pp. 74-79).

¥ (Ovid 1914, 1.8.) Cf. (Cokayne 2003, p. 146; Cardini 1979, p. 37).

28 (Mammoli 1983, p. 14).

2 Item in eo, de eo et super eo, quod predictis non contenta, in M°cccc®xxij® de mense maij in die jouis, accessit stregatum |
ad villam Rotelle, comitatus Urbeueteris et ibi ingressa fuit domum cuiusdam Mecharelli de dicto loco in qua in- | uenit
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That phrase, “as she usually does” (“prout ipsa solita est facere”), carries its own significance outside
of the contents of the present study and so will not be expanded upon.3’ Matteuccia is also said to
prepare potions and spells, as well as ointments with the fat of vultures and the blood of babies and
owls in order to fly during the night. Her destination was named as the walnut tree of Benevento,
where the witches were traditionally believed to congregate.

Similar accusations were leveled against other witches of the area of central Italy. Such was the
other well-known case of Finicella, a woman convicted of being a witch who was burnt at the stake in
Rome once Bernardino da Siena had preached in the urbs in 1426. Bernardino tells his audience about
Finicella during one of the sermons he is delivering in Siena the following year: “Do you know what
was done in Rome while I preached there? [ ... ] I want to tell you what was done in Rome.” Thus,
he explains how while he was preaching in Rome “About these enchantments and witches and spells,
what I said seemed to them as if [ was dreaming,” but then the power of the words of the preacher
spurs people to denounce, so that, Bernardino continues, “When I finished preaching, a multitude
of witches (streghe) and enchanters were accused.” Finicella appears, named, with the customary
anti-witchcraft charge in the tale of the preacher while he says of the several witches who were arrested
after his sermon: “One among the others [Finicella] said and confessed without any torture that she
had killed thirty children by sucking their blood.”3! Finicella’s being prone to infanticide by sucking
the blood of children seems to connect well to centuries old stereotypes of which the Roman literary
traits characterizing striges seem to be more than an echo.

Although recognizing the reality of the misdeeds of Finicella, as we saw, Bernardino expresses his
skepticism about other elements of the rising witchcraft-mythology, such as, especially, shapeshifting.
Interestingly, as I have shown, with the later fifteenth-century generation of the Observant Franciscan
friars a clearer line of skepticism was elaborated directly targeting belief in witches that are called
strege, this latter being a term that clearly recalls the figures of monsters of Roman literature with the
charges traditionally associated with them. Thus, while writing of superstitious observances, Michele
Carcano, a Milanese Observant Franciscan, points out that:

As to the observance of illusions, there is the observance of certain women who are misled
and deceived and say that they go riding at night with Diana or Herodias, and that they
transform themselves into other creatures that are popularly called strege. This is strongly
opposed by the Council of Aquileia (through) 56, q. 5 of the canon Episcopi.3?

The reality of the strege, which are the ancient striges, is questioned on the basis of the skeptical view
expressed by the tenth century canon Episcopi. However, originally that text did not refer to these
witches, but only to “certain women who are misled and deceived and say that they go riding at night
with Diana or Herodias, and that they transform themselves into other creatures.”> The recent witches,
modelled on the ancient striges of the Roman tradition, enter the domain of the women travelling at
night along with Diana, in turn, most probably referring to the bonae res or the fairies of medieval
tradition. It was as if the negative stereotypes related to the diabolic power of certain women—the
strege/striges—had been surviving across the ages and through the folklore as well as in literary and
canonical texts, until they became part of a more recent blend of stereotypes that gave shape to what
we can properly call witchcraft. In this way, some of the friars try to oppose the reality of some of these

quandam filiam dicti Mecharelli dormientem in quadam culla existente prope lectum dicti Mecharelli | et ipsam suam filiam
percussit ac sucauit prout ipsa solita est facere: (Mammoli 1983, p. 34).

30" On bloodsucking, see: (Kieckhefer 1998, pp. 91-109).

31 (Bernardino da Siena 1989, vol. ii, pp. 1007-8). See (Ginzburg 1991, pp. 297-98; Mormando 1999, pp. 52-59).

32 De observatione illusionum qua observatione quedam mulieres decipiuntur et illuduntur que asserunt se cum Diana vel
Herodiade nocturno tempore equitare, et se in alias creaturas transformare, que ideo vulgariter dicuntur strege. Nam
huiusmodi valde detestantur per Concilium Aquilianum 56 q. 5 c. Episcopi: (Carcano 1492, Sermon 23, fol. 60'?). See:
(Conti 2015, pp. 256-57).

3 (Kors and Peters 2001, p. 62).
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recent witch-beliefs by employing a text—the canon Episcopi—that had condemned belief in (or of)
certain women about their night travels.

As the case of Finicella shows, the friars did not question the existence of evil women, or maleficae,
willing to “cursing life” by killing children and willing to operate evil.3* What is questioned is the
mythology centered on such a type of monster as the strega, which although rooted in the Classical
tradition, enjoyed a connection with characterizing elements, such as night flight, shapeshifting,
and participation in the Sabbaths. This eventually merged folkloric roots and Classical literary
stereotypes, giving shape to something new.
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Abstract: This paper traces Adriaan Koerbagh'’s interpretation of biblical devils and scriptural
instances of demonic possession in his 1668 Een Ligt Schijnende in Duystere Plaatsen (A light shining in
dark places). Koerbagh'’s book is a radical exponent of the early Dutch Enlightenment, and its views
on demonology are of importance if we want to assess the extent to which traditional scholastic
pneumatology was challenged in the second half of the XVIIth century. This paper will also address
Thomas Hobbes’ positions regarding demons and demonic possession in Leviathan (1651), given
that Hobbes’ interpretations were fundamental to Koerbagh’s own positions. We will focus on the
Hobbesian exegetical strategies of etymology, naturalization, and metaphorization, which helped
Koerbagh to point at diseases, evil thoughts, figures of speech, or human enemies as plausible
explanations for scriptural passages concerning devils and possession. But we will also see that
Koerbagh’s Cartesian definition of spirits led him to a more radical stance than that of Hobbes:
demons do not exist at all. This paper will end by claiming that Koerbagh’s interpretation of Christian
demonology both as a remnant of Pagan and Jewish superstitions, and a knowledge indifferent to
salvation—themselves Hobbesian principles—went hand in hand with his attempt to secularize the
biblical text. Thus, the devil, once a part of the sacred truth, could now be seen as a fragment of a
human cultural heritage.

Keywords: Adriaan Koerbagh; demonology; demonic possession; biblical exegesis; Thomas Hobbes

1. The Late XVIIth-Century Attack on Demonology

It is a well-known fact that the Reformed minister Balthasar Bekker (1634-1698) committed an
intellectual arson with his De Betoverde Weereld (The World Bewitched), published in four volumes
between 1691 and 1693, and soon translated into French, English, and German. A controversial tour de
force around the subject of demonology, the book may well be the most comprehensive critique of the
idea of the devil ever written. Arguing from a hyper-providentialist stance—belief in God’s absolute
power was threatened by the supposed power of the devil, and even by angelic mediators—the book
includes attacks on demonic possession, sorcery, witchcraft, counter-magic, and traditional beliefs
about spirits; it also offers a comparative approach towards world demonologies. In order to deactivate
the power of the devil in the material realm, De Betoverde Weereld accepts the Cartesian separation
of mind and body and the concomitant principle of the impossibility of the interaction between
thought and extension (pineal glanded humans excepted). Bekker supported his claims through
Revelation. The Scripture is adamant in its claim that Satan was defeated and chained in Hell, and has
no power over worldly events. Bekker’s book thus re-interpreted the key biblical passages involving
demons and their operations under a dissident exegetical light, suggesting metaphors, figures of
speech, Hebrew and Greek etymologies, and natural explanations to account for purported demonic
entities and activities (Vermeir 2013; Van Bunge 2000; Van Ruler 2000; Fix 1999; Israel 1996; Fix 1989;
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Attfield 1985). Undoubtedly, Bekker helped to accelerate a trend already present in early modern
intellectual circles: the degradation of scholastic demonology as sheer superstition (Cameron 2010,
pp- 264-69). His ideas were discussed in contemporary circles in a full-scale debate, and rejected by
religious institutions—Bekker, accused of scandal and heresy, was denied communion and suspended
from his ministry. It has been said that his views on the demonic even had an impact on popular
culture; hence, Bekker could be credited for extending his proto-Enlightenment teachings outside the
scholarly world (Wielema 2004, pp. 53-78).

One of the many contributions to the debate around Bekker’s book was a 1691 anonymous Dutch
poem, which refers to Bekker as one “whose intellect challenges the power of the devil” (wiens brein des
Duyvels macht betwist). The author proposed an ironic “justification” (onschuldiging), stating that “you
cannot blame this teacher for the texts he has written” (Geen schult kan men dees Leeraar geven/Van't geen
dat hy heeft uytgeschreven), “because he cannot even speak for himself” (Door dien hy selfs niet spreken
kan). It is clear who was at fault here: the “company of cunning heretics” (Een party ketters vol van list)
whose works Bekker had read. Who were they? Among other names, the author lists “Hobbes” and
“Spinosa” (Anonymous 1691, p. 7).!

Most likely, the poet is thinking about Leviathan (1651), Thomas Hobbes’ (1588-1679) masterpiece.
Although Elements of Law (1640) already offers a discussion about “angels good and evil”, Hobbes
devotes this brief account mainly to his rejection of the scholastic notion of incorporeal substances
(Hobbes 1928, pp. 42—43). It is only in his influential Leviathan that Hobbes writes several chapters
arguing at length against the early modern biblical and philosophical interpretation of the devil—we
will develop these points later in the article.? With regards to Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677), the reference
is unclear: we are certain that the poet was not aware of the 1661 Short Treatise, an unpublished
manuscript in which an entire chapter questions the existence of the devil (Spinoza 2002, pp. 98-99).
Was the poem referring, then, to Spinoza’s Theological-Political Treatise (1670), in which the biblical “evil
spirit” is taken as the human passion of hatred and melancholy? (Spinoza 2007, p. 22). Was the poet
thinking about Spinoza’s famous letters to Hugo Boxel in the last months of 1674, where the philosopher
attacked the belief in ghosts, apparitions, and incorporeal spirits? (Spinoza 1995, pp. 261-79). Or is
the poem addressing Spinoza’s reply to Albert Burgh in 1675, in which the excommunicated Jew

“Geen schult kan men dees Leeraar geven
Van't geen dat hy heeft uytgeschreven
Wel is't Heer Beckers Boek dan niet
Dat een Betooverd” Wereld hiet?

Wel neen, de man die heeft gesproken
Met Schot, met Paling, van het spoken
Met Carolyn, met Dellion

Montanus, Dapper, die hy kon
Spinosa, Hobbes, al haar geest

Vind g'in sijn boek, als gy't doorleest
De Alcoran en Talmuts zeden
Gebruykt hy, voor sijne eygen reden
En Koerbach moest ik niet vergeten
En and’re op dien stoel geseten

Een party ketters vol van list

Die maken niet als haat, en twist
Meer and’re geesten, als Van Dalen
Die’k alle nu niet op wil halen

Men doet dan ongelijk de man

Door dien hy selfs niet spreken kan”.

T'would like to express my deep gratitude to Wendy Wauters (Katholieke Universiteit Leuven) for translating
this passage. The anonymous reviewer of the article has also given valuable insight on the meaning of the poem.
On another note, the anti-demonological influence of many of the authors considered in this poem, such as
Abraham Palingh and Antonius Van Dale, is analyzed in. (Waite 2018)

For Hobbes’” understanding of demons and its impact, see, among others, (Del Olmo 2018; MacMillan 2014; Bath and
Newton 2006; Schaffer 1985; Jobe 1981).
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accuses Burgh of fearing the Prince of Darkness, and thus, to have fallen in the hands of superstition?
(Spinoza 1995, pp. 340-44). Be it as it may, it is clear that Hobbes and Spinoza were perceived as
declared enemies of Christian demonology and thus as legitimate forerunners of Balthasar Bekker.

The Dutch poet also adds this brief note to the list of Bekkerian influences: “I must not forget
Koerbach” (En Koerbach moest ik niet vergeten) (Anonymous 1691, p. 7). This is Adriaan Koerbagh
(1632-1669), one of the most intriguing figures of the early Dutch Enlightenment (Salatowsky 2017;
Israel 2001, pp. 185-96; Wielema 2003a, pp. 571-74; 2003b, 2001). The poem could be alluding to
Een Blomhof van allerley lieflijkheyd (A flower garden of all sorts of loveliness), published in February 1668.
Organized as a dictionary, the book translates and analyses what Koerbagh calls “bastard words” in
Hebrew, Greek, Latin and French, which were used daily in the practice of Law, theology, and medicine.
Koerbagh portrays the book as an attack on what he perceived as the language of the elite, designed
to deceive ordinary people. Here, he rejected the early modern idea of the devil in one short entry,
“Duyvel” (Koerbagh 1668, pp. 258-59). But Adriaan’s most important contribution to the intellectual
history of demonology, and the one we will study in this paper, is Een Ligt Schijnende in Duystere
Plaatsen (A light shining in dark places), finished also in 1668 (Koerbagh 2011; Van Bunge 2011, pp. 1-38).3
Arguably one of the most radical texts of the early modern period, it contained among other dissident
ideas an elaborated diatribe against the devil and demonology.

Koerbagh, a doctor of medicine and law, entered Spinoza’s inner circle at the beginning of the
1660’s, sharing with its members the critique towards the scriptural and political foundations of
revealed religions and Christian confessions. A light shining in dark places, an outspoken radical work,
poured scorn on the irrationality of organized religious beliefs, labeling them as sheer superstitions.
As with his A flower garden, the book was devised as a tool for the philosophical enlightenment of the
people and to this end, it was written in Dutch and in a straightforward style—fatal mistakes that
Spinoza would never make (“caute”).* Due to the scandal that arose with A flower garden, the book,
labeled as “atheisticum” in Reformed circles, was suppressed in Amsterdam and confiscated in Utrecht
(Israel 2001, p. 190)—Koerbagh fled to the autonomous county of Culemborg. He carried with him the
manuscript of his new oeuvre. After working through almost 180 pages of A light shining in dark places,
an increasingly horrified printer at Utrecht alerted the local officials about Koerbagh’s manuscript.
Word soon reached Amsterdam, and its authorities issued a warrant, seized the runaway Adriaan in
Leiden, brought him back to Amsterdam, interrogated him, and condemned him in July 1668 to ten
years in prison under the charge of blasphemy. He lasted a little more than one year, dying in October
1669. Censorship was brutal: only two copies of A light shining in dark places survive today, presumably
those the authorities used to build up the case (Nadler 2011, pp. 38-51).

It seems clear that, in his search for Bekker’s influences, the anonymous Dutch poet was trying
to identify the main suspects involved in what Jonathan Israel has called “the death of the devil”
(Israel 2001, p. 375). It is hard to know whether such demonicide was ever perpetrated, as belief in
devils and demonology continued in the late modern period and beyond (Gijswijt-Hofstra et al. 1999).
But there is no doubt that during the second half of the XVIIth century, reaching a peak with Bekker’s
contribution, the medieval and early modern idea of the Enemy was under heavy fire. Given that the
science of devils was deeply entwined with exegetical tradition, scholastic physics and metaphysics,
and crystalized assumptions about the power of the Christian churches and its heralds, anti-demonic

There is doubt about the involvement of Adriaan’s brother, Johannes Koerbagh (1634-1672), a theologian, in the writing of
the book (Wielema 2004, p. 85; Israel 2001, p. 195).

Indeed, Wielema claims that Koerbagh’s works “are certainly far more outspokenly anti-Christian than anything Spinoza
ever dared to write. In addition, Koerbagh wrote purposely in Dutch in order to enlighten not just the academic elite
but, more importantly, the common people as well” (Wielema 2004, p. 85). Let us remember that Spinoza published his
Theological-Political Treatise anonymously and in Latin, and the place of publication and the name of the printer were false
(“Hamburgi, apud Henricum Kiinraht”). Furthermore, after the scandal brought by the book, he did not publish anything
else. This is one of the main reasons why Antoine Lilti has challenged Israel’s view of Spinoza as the origin of the “radical”
Enlightenment (Lilti 2009; Israel 2001).
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attacks had obvious implications at the level of Biblical exegesis, natural philosophy, theology, and
politics—or, following Spinoza’s perceptive terminology, at the theologico-political level. In this paper,
I aim to trace these implications by focusing on one particular vignette of the crusade against the early
modern devil: the views on evil spirits and demonic possession found in Koerbagh’s A light shining in
dark places. To my knowledge, there is no detailed study on this subject. A thorough consideration
of Koerbagh’s anti-demonological positions will be useful to assess the extent to which traditional
early modern pneumatology—that is, the scholarly notions on spirits, their ontology, their powers
over causality, and the ways they interacted with bodies—was rejected in the early Enlightenment.

In searching for Koerbagh’s views on the devil and demonic possession, we will have the
opportunity to assess the influence of Thomas Hobbes, one of the main figures among those
anti-demonological “cunning heretics” mentioned by the Dutch poet. Koerbagh knew Leviathan
well, as Gerrit Jongeneleen has made clear in his systematic research on Hobbes’ impact on Adriaan’s
thought (Jongeneelen 1991). In fact, Leviathan is the only contemporary book from which Koerbagh
openly quotes; furthermore, he had a close friendship with its translator into Dutch, Abraham van
Berkel, also a member of Spinoza’s clique (Wielema 2017).% It is known that, England excepted, the Dutch
Republic was the territory in which Hobbes” works exerted their greatest influence (Malcolm 2002,
pp- 27-52). And this influence seems crucial to the radicalism of the Dutch Enlightenment: as an author
has put it, Hobbes was “the fountainhead of intellectual contamination and religious heterodoxy in the
second half of the seventeenth century” (Champion 2012, p. 95). Highlighting Hobbes’ presence in
Koerbagh’s demonology would be in line with Noel Malcolm’s critique of Israel’s concept of “radical
Enlightenment” essentially as a Spinozist and underground phenomenon. As Malcolm suggests,
one should not despise changes within mainstream theology, mainstream metaphysics, and mainstream
psychological and moral theory, changes that could lead to radical reactions; in this sense, between
Spinoza and Hobbes, the latter was the most influential of the two in the European intellectual
landscape (Malcolm 2002, pp. 535-37).0

Did Hobbes influence Koerbagh’s anti-demonological arguments? And if he did, to what extent?
On the one hand, we shall see that Hobbes seems to have had an important impact on Koerbagh’s
anti-demonological exegesis, which includes a radical etymological interpretation of the names and
words traditionally attached to the Christian evil spirit (“Satan”, “Abaddon”, “devil”, “angel”),
and the naturalization and metaphorization of biblical devils and instances of demonic possession.
We will encounter this Hobbesian imprint again in our conclusion, when evaluating Koerbagh'’s claim
regarding the Pagan origins of demonology, and his rejection of devils as utterly irrelevant in matters
concerning salvation.

Nevertheless, on the other hand, it seems clear that Koerbagh surpassed Hobbes in his radicalism.
Concerning anti-demonological arguments, Jonathan Israel does indeed mention Hobbes as a main
influence on the XVIIth-century’s skepticism towards devils. But he adds that “proceeding several
steps further, from the 1660s, the founding fathers of philosophical radicalism initiated their campaign,
negating Satan, spirits, and supernatural forces altogether in complete defiance of received ideas”
(Israel 2001, p. 375). We may place Koerbagh among those whom proceeded “several steps further”.
This is a direct consequence of different metaphysical frames. Hobbes’ critique of evil spirits is part of
his attack on the notion of “incorporeal substances”, an essential element of scholastic pneumatology.
Hobbes argues that, together, these terms imply an outright contradiction: substances, as part of the res
of the universe, occupy space. Spirits exist, but they are subtle and invisible bodies, like the air and the

In order to escape trial after the scandal caused by A flower, Koerbagh fled to Culemborg, where he joined Van Berkel,
already in hiding after his controversial Dutch edition of Leviathan in 1667. Furthermore, Van Berkel assisted Koerbagh in
reading proofs for A light shining in dark places, and tried to convince the printer in Utrecht—who would eventually alert the
authorities about the book—to finish the job (Israel 2001, p. 190; Van Bunge 2001, p. 101).

For Malcolm’s debate with Israel, see (Springborg 2004).
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vital spirits. Furthermore, Hobbes had to admit that Scripture forces us to acknowledge not only that
spirits exist, but that there are such things as evil spirits (Hobbes 2012, pp. 7, 207, 210-11, 214, 371-73).

I consider, then, that Jongeleen misses the point when, searching for Hobbes” influence on Adriaan,
he affirms: “Comme Hobbes, Koerbagh nie 'existence d’esprits spirituels: ce qu’on appelle un mauvais
esprit n’est rien d’autre que le Vice qui empéche le soutien divin de s’effectuer” (Jongeneelen 1991, p. 257).
The first part of the sentence is correct: Hobbes denies that there are “spiritual spirits”; but he does not
reduce the “mauvais esprit” to vice: they could also be substances. On the contrary, as we shall see
below with more detail, Koerbagh took a more radical stance. He made use of a Cartesian definition of
spirit: “a spirit consists in thought”, or, alternatively, “a spirit is a thinking thing”. Being pure thought,
disembodied spirits could never act on matter (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 59, 61; Wielema 2003b, p. 73). Thus,
Koerbagh’s metaphysics shows that the Christian devil, a substantial entity with will and capacity to
intervene in the material world, is an error. This is a depart from Hobbes” anti-demonology, a depart
connected with Koerbagh’s Cartesian philosophy, but also with his views on Revelation: whereas
Leviathan affirms that Scripture forces us to acknowledge demons as substantial beings, A light shining in
dark places went on to deny that demons were part of Revelation. It remains true that, in order to support
these claims when discussing demons in the Scripture, Koerbagh deployed the exegetical weapons of
etymology, and the naturalization and metaphorization of devils and their activities, strategies which
Leviathan had systematized more than a decade earlier. But these were now pointing in a more radical
direction than Hobbes imagined (or dared to affirm): denying the very existence of evil spirits.

The conclusion will underline Koerbagh’s emphasis on the rejection of demonology as a pernicious
Pagan doctrine, alien to Christianity’s true message. This went hand in hand with what, for lack of a
better term, we may refer to as a strong secularizing effort on Koerbagh’s part: he insists that several
biblical passages are better understood in light of natural reason and natural causality, debunking
previous claims to supernatural or demonic causalities. As stated above (and as we will argue below),
Hobbes may have inspired Koerbagh'’s view, according to which these passages hold no importance
whatsoever to men’s salvation. In this line, I will conclude this text mentioning what it seems to me to
be the driving force behind Koerbagh’s views on devils and demoniacs: the understanding of (part of)
the Scripture not as sacred truth but as cultural heritage.

2. “We Rightly Reject the Fabricated Evil Spirits”: Explaining Away Spirits and Demons

Adriaan Koerbagh frames his arguments against demonology as an attack on the affinities between
organized Christianity and superstition. This diatribe stems from A light shining in dark places’s approach
towards “rational religion”. Abandoning the true knowledge of God, theologians and their flocks “have
fallen from a rational religion to a religion full of superstitions, fictions and fabrications”. This is often
due to the difficulty of Scripture itself, worsened by the ignorance of those in charge of understanding
and explaining it. Indeed, “the errors and fallacies of the divines in theology and religion” are due to
“the obscurity and confusion of Scripture, further increased by false interpretation” (Koerbagh 2011,
pp- 47, 219). In this section, we shall analyze one crucial element of this blend of irrational religion,
false exegesis, and theological ignorance: the devil.

It has been noticed that Koerbagh thought that an important metaphysical fiction pervading
religions was the belief in the existence of incorporeal and spiritual entities capable of operating in the
material world (Wielema 2003b, p. 72). Hence, our discussion on Koerbagh'’s devils must tackle his
views on pneumatology. In this line, it is striking to learn that Koerbagh published a Spinozist book
before Baruch Spinoza had the chance to deliver his philosophy to the printing press—in fact, during

1o 4

his trial, Koerbagh was asked if his metaphysical ideas derived from Spinoza’s “pantheism”, and if he
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shared his interpretation of the Bible with the excommunicated Jew (Van Bunge 2011, pp. 28, 32).”
A light shining in dark places affirms that God is a simple, unique, eternal, infinite Being with two known
attributes, thought and extension. This Being, the only substance, is all in all, “so all that one sees,
hears and feels is nothing but a mode of being dependent on this Being”. Now, this Being has often
been misunderstood, even by the authors of Scripture. John 4: 24, for example, states that “God is
spirit”. But the Apostle “does not say or explain what a spirit is or what is the nature of a spirit”. On a
footnote, Koerbagh gives the Greek etymology for the word “spirit” (pneuma) as “breathing, blowing,
emitting wind, giving off smell”. It is clear, then, that if the Greeks portray God as a spirit, they “never
knew what a spirit is”. And what is it? As we have seen above, Koerbagh defines it in a Cartesian way:
“a spirit consists in thought”, “a spirit is a thinking thing” (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 59, 61).

This critique of the traditional notion of “spirit” is of obvious importance for the book’s
understanding of devils. Koerbagh highlights that the Christian Church is very interested in the subject
of demonology, and “the theologians insist that we believe in evil spirits”. He refuses to comply:
“I deny that there are such fictitious evil spirits as the clergy say there are” (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 235,
425). As we saw in the introductory section, his opposition is philosophical, given that Cartesianism
indicates that a disembodied spirit cannot act on matter. In this line, Koerbagh states, for example,
that “it is said of the invented evil spirits” that they seduce people, or even kill them, actions that
“do not belong to a spirit”. But they do take place amidst human beings, who are spirit and body.
Thus, “evil spirits” should not be considered as “independently existing spirits” or entities “outside
the human domain”; often, it is “a human being who is someone else’s evil spirit”. Alternatively, if not
human enemies, these “evil spirits” could be understood as “evil thoughts” and inner dispositions:
we can be seduced to all kinds of evil and be led to “a disquiet and unhappy state” by ignorance, desire
for money, yearning for status, and immoderation. Given that these things “exist in our souls, which are
spirits (... ), one may call them, although not quite accurately, spirits”. In conclusion, for Koerbagh the
“evil spirits” must be seen as “twofold, physical and spiritual”: one’s own thoughts and dispositions,
and one’s own human enemies (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 429, 451, 453). As we will see, this definition opens
the door to the naturalization and metaphorization of evil spirits and spiritual distress.

But if this is so, what are we to do with biblical evil spirits? Here, A light shining in dark places is in
tune with Thomas Hobbes’ etymological analyses of the scriptural terms that were applied to the Enemy
for centuries, as well as with Leviathan’s exegetical strategies of naturalization and metaphorization
of biblical passages concerning demons. Hobbes affirms that in the Bible, “spirits” may refer to (a)
substances; (b) metaphors; (c) “an office, or quality”; (d) diseases; or (e) mental images. First, as we
saw, Hobbes believed that the Scripture forces us to acknowledge the existence of evil spirits; but
nothing forbids us to affirm that these are corporeal substances. Second, an evil spirit may stand, in a
metaphorical sense, for a disposition or inclination: an “unclean spirit” refers to an evil disposition
(Hobbes 2012, p. 208). Third, etymology shows us that “Satan”, “Devil”, “Abaddon”, and “angel” are
offices and qualities (respectively, “enemy”, “accuser”, “destroyer”, “messenger”); these biblical terms,
which should have never been left untranslated by the theologians, address not substantial spirits, but
earthly human enemies of the Kingdom of God, or God’s messengers (Hobbes 2012, pp. 213, 244).
Fourth, several instances in which the Bible uses the word “spirit” could be interpreted simply as
the way in which Pagans, Jews, and early Christians, ignorant of natural causes, understood mental
diseases (Hobbes 2012, p. 208). Finally, we may think of “spirits” as mental images; that is, the product
of a deceptive sense perception, dreams, and visions (Hobbes 2012, p. 210).

Koerbagh favors Hobbes’ interpretation of biblical spirits as metaphors, natural diseases, earthly
enemies, and messengers. This is evident in his etymological critique. For him, as for the English
thinker, the clergy is at fault in not translating Satan, devil, or Abaddon, words that mistakenly imply

7 The interrogators asked Koerbagh about his relationship with Spinoza: “He admitted to having spent some time with

Spinoza, to having gone to his home on different occasions, but he had never spoken of this affair with him (... ). [He]
affirms that he never spoke of this doctrine [Biblical exegesis] with Spinoza” (quoted in (Nadler 2011, p. 44)).
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that the Scripture is speaking of proper names, or, as Koerbagh puts it, of “spirits in particular”.
As Leviathan contends, these terms refer to actions or dispositions. Note that Koerbagh—as he had
already done in his 1668 dictionary, A flower garden—proposes accurate translation as a way to enlighten
the general public: if theologians do not wish to give the proper meaning of the biblical text, Koerbagh
will, “so that the common people may arrive at an understanding of such matters”—and once this is
achieved, that they may reject Christian demonology altogether (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 422, 453).

Diaboloi, for example, is Greek for “slanderers”, “accusers”, “deceivers”. Satan is Hebrew for
“adversary or opponent”, and “resister”. In addition, while the theologians repeat that Satan or diaboloi
“can only be said of evil spirits”, the Scriptures also uses them to refer to “good spirits” and “people”.
In the same line, the term Abaddon means “destroyer, disrupter”, and it is said, says Koerbagh, not of
“fabricated evil spirits”, but of “evil people ( ... ) destroying and disrupting [the] peace”. The same
holds true for “angels” (aggelos), which means “messengers”, and that we should apply to “human
messengers”. Koerbagh also points out that, in the Bible, the devils “carry the name of several evil
actions they perform”. The Greek word diaballein, for example, means “speaking evil, blaming, accusing,
informing, gossiping, and deceiving” (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 422, 425, 429).

He also analyzes the Greek word daimon. An ambiguous term to say the least, it can mean
“God”, “wise”, “a hero or famous person”, and a “hellish” or a “heavenly” god. The Greeks, “full of
superstition”, said that these daimones could also be spirits “good or evil”. It is on these “fictions and
nonsense” that Christian theologians rely—although, here, the clergy adds something of their own:
that demons are “disembodied spirits ( ... ) evicted from heaven”, a notion alien to the Pagans. Be it
as it may, since the Greeks “never provided any clear proof” of the existence of these spirits, Koerbagh
favors an alternative meaning for daimon: “the inborn nature of man”. Thus, “someone with a good
nature also has a good soul or spirit, and ( ... ) one with a bad nature also has a bad soul or spirit”.
From this word one can also derive dainondn, which stands for being “senseless, insane, or mad and
raving” (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 433, 435). As we may see, etymology reinforces Koerbagh'’s strategy
of naturalization and metaphorization of Biblical passages concerning devils: they are evil humans,
evil dispositions, or mental disorders.

Let us now turn to Koerbagh'’s interplay between etymology, exegetical strategy, and Cartesian
metaphysics. Matthew 4:1-11 records that “the devil”, “Satan”, appeared to Jesus in the wilderness,
and took him to a high mountain in order to tempt him. It is worth noting that Hobbes analyzes
the same story (adding Luke’s version, 4:1-13), claiming that demonic temptation happened in Jesus’
spirit, as a vision (Hobbes 2012, p. 354). Koerbagh agrees, at least in part: the demonic temptation
comes not from without, it happens not outside Jesus’ mind, but inside of him. This follows from his
Cartesianism: being thought, “a spirit cannot lead someone away or take him somewhere and lead
him to a high mountain”. Clearly, theologians cannot use this passage as proof of the existence of a
devil named Satan. What is Matthew saying, then?

It is true that I deny that there are such evil spirits as the clergy say there are, but I have not
denied that there can be evil thoughts by which someone can be assailed as if by evil spirits,
because thoughts spring from the mind. (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 235-37)

This implies a radical turn regarding Hobbes’ interpretation: since metaphysics indicates that “evil
spirits” may simply mean “evil thoughts”, the passage does not evoke Jesus’ vision, but a metaphor,
a representation of his inner battle. “There was a mental struggle in his mind”, between preaching
the truth with no regard for his own safety, and a “strong desire for vain worldly status, or money”
(Koerbagh 2011, p. 237).8 But what about Satan? Koerbagh's reading is again far more radical than
Hobbes’, and resulting in a highly heterodox version of Christ’s demonic temptation: since “Satan”,
as we saw, can be translated as “adversary” or “tempter”, this term may allude “to one of the closest

8 Koerbagh insists on this idea later on: if the word diaboloi means “accusers”, who is the most powerful accuser at God’s

disposal? Not “any fabricated evil spirits”, certainly, but “someone’s own conscience” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 422).

37



Religions 2019, 10, 280

friends of the Saviour”, an Apostle. Before Jesus went to the desert, one of his followers could have
tried to convince him of giving up his dangerous mission. This may have given Jesus doubts: “there
arose in his mind, asked when he was alone, such a struggle as we have described” (Koerbagh 2011,
pp- 237,239).°

Let us see another example, the meaning of evil “angel”. Koerbagh takes two passages, 2 Peter 2:4
and Jude 6, concerning angels who have erred and are punished by God. Hobbes quotes these verses in
order to support his theory of angelic materiality against the scholastic notion of angels as “incorporeal
substances”: the passages, speaking about evil spirits being tormented or chained, show that “Angels
(... ) are not thence proved to be Incorporeal”; they “prove the Permanence of Angelical nature”,
and “confirmeth also their Materiality” (Hobbes 2012, p. 213). However, we should note that a couple
of lines above, quoting Matthew 25:41, Hobbes does suggest that these evil spirits could be, in fact,
evil humans: “The name of Devil and his Angels may be understood of the Churches Adversaries and
their Ministers” (Hobbes 2012, p. 213). Koerbagh is here, once again, more radical than Hobbes. Since
his metaphysics forbids the existence of evil spirits as substances, he is not interested in debating the
materiality or immateriality of “angels”; these passages clearly allude to human beings, and only to
them. For example, 2 Peter 2:4: “God did not spare the angels when they sinned, but cast them into
hell, and committed them to pits of nether gloom to be kept until the judgment”. This passage is often
incorrectly signaled as proof of “the fall of the spirits”, an unwarranted assumption since nothing
is said about evil spirits. The key word here is “angel”: as we saw earlier, this means “messenger”,
and it refers, not to spirits, but to “human messengers” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 427). Peter wrote about
angels who erred, which can be interpreted as “prophets or teachers who go astray”. The passage,
thus, speaks of

angels who said that they came on the orders of God to the people to proclaim their message,
but who erred, that is, lied, which is not from God, and that God did not spare them but threw
them into hell or down below, that is, cast them out or rejected them and delivered them to the
chains of darkness, that is, to the lie, so as to be kept until judgement. (Koerbagh 2011, p. 349)

The same reading could fit Jude 6, which states that the “angels” who erred have been kept by
God “in eternal chains in the nether gloom until the judgment of the great day”. Koerbagh insists that
the passage, contrary to what the Christian tradition says, “is not about devils, but about teachers in
error”. In this way, his interpretation of a demonological passage gives way to a theologico-political
diatribe, a secularized demonization indeed: A light shining in dark places uses Jude 6 to pour scorn
on the “leaders” of religion, the theologians, who had abandoned the light “and for political gain
become seducers instead of leaders”. Hence, whereas Jude 6 does not offer “proof of any evil spirit”,
it gives us “proof of evil human beings” who will be kept by God in darkness, “that is, false teachings”
(Koerbagh 2011, pp. 427, 429).

As we can see, although Koerbagh displays a Hobbesian biblical exegesis based on an etymological
interpretation of the scriptural evil spirit, his Cartesian metaphysics applied to Revelation seems more
radical than Hobbes’ materialism, not only rendering the operations of incorporeal spirits impossible,
but denying that biblical evil spirits could exist as substances. On the overall subject of the biblical
devil, Koerbagh concludes:

Since we have not been able to discover from all the names found in holy scripture that there
are such evil spirits as the theologians invent, neither from the book on the origins nor any

It is interesting to point out that Koerbagh uses this idea to draw a parallel between him and Jesus: “If someone asks me
how I dare consider a friend or acquaintance [of Jesus] as the tempter, I would answer that I read that his friends and those
near to him slandered and scolded him, calling him mad and out of his mind. And such things still occur, since it has
happened to me that all my friends have slandered and scolded me for being a fool and godless, and the like, though I,
O! cruel slander, have never in my life written anything against reason, but have opposed that which is against reason”
(Koerbagh 2011, p. 239). As we will see below, Koerbagh thinks that salvation means only to teach others true knowledge;
that is, true “rational” religion—that was what Jesus, “the savior”, did (Koerbagh 2011, p. 143).
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other place in holy scripture, as has been said and proved, we rightly reject the fabricated
evil spirits as well. (Koerbagh 2011, p. 451)

3. A Light to Unveil Demonic Possession

If disembodied spirits cannot intervene in the material world, and if scriptural “evil spirits”
are non-existent and can be accounted for as inner natural dispositions, inner thoughts, and human
enemies, what does Koerbagh think of demonic possession? In a nutshell, the state of possession is
related to diseases, extraordinary but natural behavior, and evil thoughts. This interpretation appears
in Hobbes’ Leviathan, in which every biblical instance of demonic possession is read as a natural process
or as metaphor. For example, since “the spirit of man, when it produceth unclean actions, is ordinarily
called an unclean spirit”, the Scripture may deploy this inclination to evil, metaphorically, as a demonic
possession; thus, for example, the “entrance” of Satan in a man could be understood as “the wicked
Cogitations, and Designes of the Adversaries of Christ, and his Disciples” (Hobbes 2012, pp. 38, 355).
Likewise, as the biblical term “spirit” may stand for an extraordinary bodily passion, such as a mental
disease, “Mad-men are said to be possessed with a spirit”. Thus, it is clear that the Bible refers to
“Mad-men, or Lunatiques” as “Daemoniaques” (Hobbes 2012, pp. 208, 211).

However, let us also note that Leviathan’s materialism led Hobbes to deny the possibility of demonic
possession precisely because he affirmed the existence of evil spirits: if “incorporeal substance” is an
oxymoron, and spirits are bodies, then it is impossible to conceive a substance penetrating another
substance. The fact that Hobbes admits spirits as substances explains why he rejects possession:

I have not yet observed any place of Scripture, from whence it can be gathered, that any
man was ever possessed with any other Corporeall Spirit, but that of his owne, by which his
body is naturally moved (... ). I find that there are Spirits Corporeall, (though subtile and
Invisible); but not that any mans body was possessed, or inhabited by them. (Hobbes 2012,
pp. 354-55)

Again, although Koerbagh's exegesis admits a Hobbesian naturalization and metaphorization of
biblical possession, his metaphysics led him to a far more radical account of this subject. Let us start
with his etymological analysis. A light shining in dark places devotes several paragraphs to analyze
the Greek word which, in the New Testament, expresses the state of being possessed, daimonizestai.
As a derivation of daimon, its meaning could be “being placed among the gods, or being counted as
gods, or being turned into a god” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 433). On the other hand, as the word daimon
can refer to either a good or a bad spirit, daimonizestai can also mean “being guided by a good spirit
as well as being plagued by an evil spirit”. This is in line with Koerbagh's preferred meaning for
daimon, “the inborn nature of man”. Thus, “it is certain that someone with a good nature also has a
good soul or spirit, and that one with a bad nature also has a bad soul or spirit”. Should someone look
for a “reasonably clear explanation” for possession, one would need only to “apply a good spirit to
someone’s good nature and an evil spirit to an evil nature” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 435).

In this context, a demonic possession could be interpreted through metaphorization and
naturalization. Daimonizestai may be read as “being plagued by an evil spirit”, because, as Cartesianism
shows, spirit is thought, and “thoughts are workings of the mind, that is of the soul”. The cause of the
suffering, then, is spiritual, but it is internal rather than external: those who are daimonizestai “are not
plagued by an evil spirit coming from outside, as the theologians think, but by an evil or defective
soul”. This, in turn, could be the result of physical impairments, such as “poor constitution of the
blood” and “weakness of the brain” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 433). Furthermore, Koerbagh is explicit in the
Spinozist equation of God and natura. Because God is the essence of all his modes of being, it could be
said that all things—bodies, thoughts, diseases, events—are God’s messengers (Wielema 2003b, p. 74).
It seems appropriate, then, to think that “someone is punished or plagued by God” with an evil spirit,
because “various diseases with which we are often visited by God are evil spirits, and furthermore all
sorts of evil thoughts”. In one of his most monistic paragraphs, Koerbagh affirms that daimonizestai can
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be interpreted as “being tortured or plagued by God, namely by madness, insanity, epilepsy, lunacy, or
evil thoughts” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 433).

As this state often results in “being out of one’s senses”, it produces symptoms that are commonly
attached to demonic possession. Koerbagh happens to list symptoms found in the Bible, but without
mentioning any scriptural passage: being mute and blind (Matthew 9: 33; 12: 22), falling down (Mark
9: 18, 20), not hearing (Mark 9, 25; Matthew 12: 22):10

When someone catches one of the described diseases, he becomes so witless or out of his
mind that he falls down and does not see or hear, as happens with such afflictions, or so
out of his wits that he says strange things which he has no recollection of having said.
(Koerbagh 2011, p. 433)

But why is this confusion between demonic possession and natural affliction so common? Here,
we may detect Hobbes’ influence. Leviathan affirms that ignorance of natural causes led Pagans and
Jews to take as possessed people those madmen and lunatiques “or [those] that spoke anything,
which they for want of understanding, thought absurd” (Hobbes 2012, p. 353). Koerbagh follows this
explanation: “those who were plagued by rage or madness sometimes did and said curious and absurd
things for which the common people could not give an explanation or provide a cause” (Koerbagh
2011, p. 437). As his analyses on devils and daimonizestai prove, this cause has nothing to do with
diabolical spirits; for Koerbagh, being possessed simply means that one suffers at the hands of natura
and of human nature.

Let us see an example of Koerbagh's exegesis concerning a biblical case of possession and exorcism,
Matthew 12:22 and 24. He quotes Matthew 12:22: “Then a blind and mute demoniac was brought
to him, and [Jesus] healed him, so that the man spoke and saw”. He starts by pointing out that
daimonizomenos, translated here as “demoniac”, comes from daimonizestai, the state of being plagued
by evil spirits—i.e., by evil thoughts or physical ailments. The best reading of the passage would be:
“Then was brought to him one who was miserable (or crazed) being blind and deaf, or deaf mute”
(see note 11 above); and later: “And he cured him so that the blind and deaf mute spoke and saw”
(Koerbagh 2011, p. 441).

This opens Koerbagh’s discussion on exorcism. Witnessing this cure, the Pharisees thought that
Jesus was in league with the devil, who gave him the power to exorcize: “This one does not throw out
the devils unless through Beelzebub, lord of the devils” (Matthew 12: 24). Nevertheless, Koerbagh
affirms that Matthew 12:22 says nothing about an exorcism:

It does not say “throw out”, as is stated in [Matthew 12:] verse 24, as if one could throw
out a spirit as a hand throws a stone. Instead, it says here that the Saviour cured the sick or
miserable man of his afflictions. (Koerbagh 2011, p. 443)

Koerbagh develops his interpretation of Matthew 12:24 by analyzing the Pharisees” accusation that
Jesus exorcized through the power of the devil. The passage, Koerbagh contends, says nothing about
“devils”: it speaks of daimonian; that is, gods or evil spirits. The reading of the passage should thus be
“This does not throw out the evil nature (or deficient nature; that is, deficiencies, namely of people)
unless in the lord of the flies, highest (that is helper) of the evil natures”. What could this mean? With a
keen sense of the importance of history and culture for an adequate interpretation of the biblical text,
Koerbagh points at Pagan religious praxis. The heathens used to ascribe a “special god”, a “patron
helper” so to speak, to every given sickness. Beelzebub, “the lord of the flies”, was one of them,
“a patron or helper in some mental deficiencies”. This was known by the Pharisees, and provided the
substance of their accusation to Jesus, i.e., that he was as an impious Jew:

10" Let us point out that Koerbagh stresses that Matthew 12:22 is not about a blind and mute demoniac, but a blind and deaf

one: the biblical word “kophos” does not mean “mute”, as traditional translations have it, “but deaf, and deaf from birth,
which is put together in Dutch in a fine expression, namely deaf mute” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 441).
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Wishing to portray the Saviour (although they knew that he was a Jew) as a heathen and scold
him, [the Jews] said in their slander: “He does not throw out the evil natures (or deficiencies)
except in the lord of the flies, chief of evil natures (or miseries, or miraculous things, as the
word daimonia can also be interpreted), that is, he helps in the name of an idol (whom the
heathens claim to be a helper in several specific troubles or miseries) and not in the name of
the true God. (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 439-41)

Since Koerbagh rejects the notion of exorcism (he speaks about the “cure” of a natural affliction),
his detailed analysis of the passage betrays an interest in highlighting the cultural context in which
the Jews and Christ used to live. The religious practices of the Pagans allowed the Jews to cast Jesus
as an idolater, denying him the power to exorcize in the name of God, and instead accusing him of
exorcizing in the name of a demon. In this same line, Koerbagh adds, Matthew 12:24 should not
be taken as a biblical proof of the existence of demons and the possibility of exorcism, because the
Pharisees “did not speak as wise and learned people but as superstitious heathens and Greeks, whose
way of speaking they used” (Koerbagh 2011, p. 439). Scripture, then, seems to teach us nothing about
metaphysics, but a great deal about the mental world of their authors. In the concluding section,
we shall see why this insistence on the culture of the biblical world is crucial to understanding the
implications of Koerbagh’s denial of demonic possession and demonology.

4. The Devil, from Sacred Truth to Cultural Heritage

After this account on the philosophical and exegetical assault on spirits, demons, and demonic
possession in the thought of Adriaan Koerbagh, it should be clear why the second half of the XVIIth
century provided the most coherent attack on the medieval and early modern idea of the devil that
Europe had ever met until that moment. The anonymous 1691 Dutch poet with whom we opened
this article was indeed right when he related Balthasar Bekker’s De Betoverde Weereld to Thomas
Hobbes and Koerbagh. Anyone reading Bekker’s work will immediately encounter the same strategies
of naturalization, metaphorization, and a critical use of etymology regarding the interpretation of
biblical devils and instances of demonic possession. Of course, Hobbes’s Leviathan and Bekker’s
anti-demonological synthesis cannot be compared with Koerbagh’s book in terms of actual impact in
the debate about devils and demons, given that A light shining in dark places remained an unknown
oeuvre for centuries. But that should not deter us from stressing the radical nature of Koerbagh’s
views on the subject. His biblical interpretation, armed with Greek and Hebrew etymology, natural
afflictions, and figures of speech, provided alternative explanations for those key passages concerning
demons. This, I think, was developed under an important Hobbesian influence. Nevertheless, whereas
Hobbes taught that Revelation commands us to believe in the devil’s existence, and that materialism
shows us that spirits must be substances—and thus real entities—Koerbagh’s definition of spirit
entailed the metaphysical impossibility of the existence of the devil and the experience of spiritual
possession. Koerbagh’s Cartesianism, then, far surpassed Hobbes” materialism; thus, at least from the
anti-demonological point of view, radicalism was indeed on the side of the early Dutch Enlightenment.

Thus, we may highlight Koerbagh'’s role in the intellectual history of the critique of the Christian
devil, and his place in the proto-Enlightenment equation between demonology and superstition. Along
this line, I wish to employ this last section to entertain a further thought on his perceptions regarding
these affinities between superstition and belief in demons. As Wiep van Bunge notes, decades before
Bekker entered the early Enlightenment scene, demonic intervention had already been ridiculed as
the product of philosophical, theological, and philological error (Van Bunge 1995, p. 50). As may be
gathered from what we wrote in the preceding sections, Koerbagh had the intention to extirpate the
Christian devil from true religion, thus curtailing the role of demonology in the economy of the sacred.
My question here is in which way is this anti-demonological project connected with the Enlightenment
gesture towards the secularization of Scripture. In this specific case, I am interested in the overall
impact of the naturalistic and historical reading of biblical passages concerning the Enemy, and their
relationship (or lack of) with the Christian truth.
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Hobbes is, again, of some importance if we want to understand this. Given that, as we saw, biblical
demonic possession is a metaphor or an illness, why did Christ heal as if he was exorcizing demons?
Jesus” exorcisms are an example of divine accommodatio: the message that God wishes to convey
must be uttered in the language of men, i.e., adapted to their capacities. Thus, Christ commanded
“the Madnesse, or Lunacy he cureth” as if they were devils, because people at that time believed that
natural afflictions were instigated by evil spirits (Hobbes 2012, p. 354). Does this make Jesus a liar?
Why would the Savior, who is the Truth, trick us? All this discussion, Hobbes affirms, is a matter
“more curious than necessary for a Christian mans Salvation”. To debate the possibility or impossibility
of possession is futile. True Revelation tells us that demons exist; nevertheless, the only article of faith
that matters for salvation is that Jesus is the Christ, who promises a future Kingdom and immortality
for those who believe in him. Thus, “the opinion of Possession by Spirits, or Phantasmes, are no
impediment in the way” of salvation; furthermore, it could be a dangerous occasion for men “of going
out of the way, and to follow their own Inventions” (Hobbes 2012, p. 355). In addition, Revelation
teaches us nothing about natural philosophy: Christ only spoke about the fundamental principles of
salvation, “leaving the world, and the Philosophy thereof to the disputation of men, for the Exercising
of their natural Reason” (Hobbes 2012, pp. 38-39). Speaking explicitly about demonic possession,
Hobbes contends that Jesus left “the search of natural Causes, and Sciences, to the natural Reason and
Industry of men” (Hobbes 2012, p. 355). In conclusion, devils, their activities, and our understanding
of them are indifferent regarding salvation.

We know that Koerbagh took a more radical turn than Hobbes, claiming that demons were not even
part of Revelation. Revelation is not distinct from philosophy: the word of God is not above or against
reason; it is reason, and if reason shows that there are not evil spirits as the theologians understand them,
then Scripture must reflect this. Indeed, if read without prejudice and according to the literal meaning
of the Hebrew and Greek original, the Bible does not support the belief in the existence of the devil
(Wielema 2003b, pp. 65-66, 72). After his critical analyses on demons, Koerbagh asks:

Where in holy scripture is there such an explicit commandment as that those who do
not believe that there are such fabricated evil spirits as the clergy invent will be forever
doomed? Nowhere. (Koerbagh 2011, p. 451)

But we do hear Hobbes loud and clear when Koerbagh discusses the salvational value of belief in
demons: devils are not “a matter of importance in which there is any salvation”, and on this subject
“one can believe or reject it as one chooses”. Moreover, Koerbagh’s idea of salvation clashes head on
with demonology because, for him, salvation consists “in bringing one or many (the more, the greater
the saviour) out of ignorance to knowledge, wisdom and understanding”—an interesting hint at the
Spinozist moral commandment, “love your neighbor”. This is the true “knowledge of God”, which
allows us to reach “life eternal” (Koerbagh 2011, pp. 143, 451). It is safe to say, given what we saw
above about Koerbagh's interpretation of biblical evil spirits, that few things are further away from
knowledge than the Christian idea of demons.

It seems clear, then, that Hobbes and Koerbagh share the view according to which, even when
the Scripture mentions devils (or that which the theologians take for devils), they are not part of the
fundamental sacred truth; quite the contrary, they are pernicious if one wishes to search for salvation.
Let us go a step further and ask where, according to Hobbes and Koerbagh, did these devils and
the belief in them came from in the first place. Leviathan provides an answer: the Pagan worldview.
Given that the Pagans misunderstood nature’s operations, they posit gods and daemones, invisible and
powerful spirits, good or bad, to explain many natural events that they could not comprehend—for
example, madness, which they attributed to demonic possession. Now, these Pagan daemones found
their way first into Judaism, and then into Christianity (Hobbes 2012, pp. 51, 353). Indeed, says
Hobbes, that which the Greeks called “Daemones”, the Jews “called Spirits, and Angels, Good or Bad”;
not even the Apostles escaped from this: “The Disciples themselves did follow the common opinion
of both Jews and Gentiles, that some such apparitions were not Imaginary, but real” (Hobbes 2012,
p- 210). These ideas concerning spirits did not change over time; on the contrary, the Christian religion
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inherited “the Daemonology of the Heathen Poets, that is to say, their fabulous Doctrine concerning
Daemons” (Hobbes 2012, p. 334). In the hands of the clergy, themselves, part of a “confederacy of
deceivers”, this pernicious doctrine is still damaging the State and its subjects. And they are deceivers
because demonology, that vital remnant of Paganism, is not part of true religion: “Men are the more
easily seduced to believe the doctrine of Devils, which at that time was the Religion of the Gentiles, and
contrary to that of Moses and of Christ” (Hobbes 2012, p. 244). Leviathan, itself, with its combination of
natural philosophy, anthropology, biblical exegesis, and political theory, is Hobbes’s attempt to free
Christianity and the State from this dangerous belief.

Koerbagh is also explicit in relating Christian demonology to Paganism. The Greeks, “being
heathens full of superstition”, invented daimones; that is, gods, spirits, and spectres. Christianity
took these entities at heart as evidence of the existence of the devil—“if we want to accept the Greek
fictions and nonsense, then I admit that the theologians would already have some proof here”. Under
Koerbagh’s eyes, many central elements of traditional demonology are only variations on Pagan
themes. For example, the concept of hell derives from the “heathens poets” who, “often like clergy”,
devised “such terrifying fabrications”—in this case, Hades—in order to “scare the common people
away from doing evil”. We may expect this fiction, given that the poets of antiquity, “who often or
usually took the place of theologians in ancient times”, used to invent “many fantasies”. Another
example: the demonic serpent in the Garden of Eden may also have been of heathen origin. The whole
story may come from that “incorrect way of speaking and writing that was quite common among
the Egyptian priesthood, from whom Moses learned it and introduced it into the Jewish religion”.
Finally, and as we saw above, Koerbagh believed that the Pharisees’s accusation against Jesus—that he
exorcized in the name of Beelzebub—could not stand as proof of the existence of the devil precisely
because “those who spoke there did not speak as wise and learned people but as superstitious heathens
and Greeks”. Indeed, “Greek superstitions”—in this case, the devil—"also took hold of the Jews”
(Koerbagh 2011, pp. 341, 435, 439, 443, 449).

As we may see, Hobbes and Koerbagh strove for the elimination of many central aspects of early
modern Christianity, labeling them as “superstitions” and treating them as alien to God’s true message.
What is truly divine in Scripture—“Jesus is the Christ” (Hobbes), “teach others true knowledge”
(Koerbagh)—must be isolated from what is strictly the product of human invention. Pagan and Jewish
languages and figures of speech, their legends and stories, and above all their ignorance of natural
law and metaphysics, have swaddled the simple sacred message in layer after layer of philosophical,
theological, and scientific error, i.e., in superstition. This has not been corrected by Christianity as
organized religion; quite the contrary, theologians strengthened these errors. It is the mission of the
true philosopher and the true Christian to rediscover the divine truth. This, I think, is what Koerbagh,
and Hobbes before him, aimed at.

This fits well with Koerbagh’s discussion on the biblical devil and the scriptural instances of
demonic possession. For him, the early modern idea of the Christian devil rests on Jewish and Pagan
superstition; etymology, metaphors, evil thoughts, human enemies, and shared erroneous beliefs about
metaphysics and natural laws in the biblical world could better explain those passages mentioning
demons and possession. For Koerbagh, and here he departs from Hobbes, this explanation entails
that devils do not exist at all, that they are indeed “fictitious evil spirits”. As we may conclude,
in a process that could be referred to as the secularization of the biblical devil, late XVIIth-century
anti-demonologies like the one advanced by Adriaan Koerbagh turned what once was a part of a sacred
truth into a fragment of a human—and thus a feeble, transitory, and changeable—cultural heritage.
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t The present study is the translation of Chapter 3 of my book entitled “Ordogi mesterséget nem cselekedtem.”
A boszorkanytild6zés tarsadalmi és kulturalis hattere a kora tjkori Debrecenben és Bihar varmegyében
(“Thave not done any diabolic deeds.” The Social and Cultural Foundation of Witch-Hunting in Early Modern
Debrecen and Bihar County) published in Debrecen (Hungary) in Hungarian in 1998. The book examines the
witch-hunting in Bihar county and its largest city in Eastern Hungary between 1575 and 1766. During this
period, 217 trials were conducted against 303 accused, and my study explores the social and religious
foundations of the accusations. The witch-hunts in Bihar county were of rather small size (1-3 accused
per annum) and intensity (only 32% of the trials concluded in death sentence). A possible explanation for this
relative mildness could be provided in my view by a complex consideration of legal, religious, and local social
circumstances. Chapter 3, published here in English, discusses Hungarian Calvinist demonology which
remained rather sceptical about the concepts of diabolical witchcraft. Consequently, the magistrates of
Debrecen and Bihar county were not inclined to identify masses of witches, alleged representatives of
a sect directly associating with the devil. The text is a result of a thorough archival exploration that I carried
out twenty-one years ago in the special collections of various libraries in Budapest. I still find the conclusions
included in it relevant and sound, so I decided to leave the argumentation as it was in 1998. I am grateful to
Gyongyvér Horvath PhD for the English translation. Chapter 5 of the same book on the macro- and
micro-scale social contexts of local witch-hunting is also available in English, see (Sz. Kristof 2017;
an earlier version Kristof 1991/1992). For a survey of the research of witchcraft and witch persecution in
Hungary in general, see (Sz. Krist6f 2013), mentioning further details about Debrecen and Bihar county
witch trials.
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Abstract: The present study is the translation of Chapter 3 of the book of Ildiké Sz. Kristof, entitled
“Ordogi mesterséget nem cselekedtem.” A boszorkanyiildézés tarsadalmi és kulturélis héttere a kora
ujkori Debrecenben és Bihar varmegyében (“I have not done any diabolic deeds.” The Social and
Cultural Foundation of Witch-Hunting in Early Modern Debrecen and Bihar County) published in
Debrecen, Hungary in 1998. The book examined the witch-hunting in Bihar county and its largest
city, the headquarters of the Calvinist church in Eastern Hungary between 1575 and 1766. During this
period, 217 trials were conducted against 303 accused, and the book explored the social and religious
foundations of the accusations. The witch-hunts in Bihar county were of rather small size (1-3 accused
per annum) and intensity. A possible explanation for this relative mildness could be provided by a
complex consideration of legal, religious, and local social circumstances. Chapter 3, published here
in English, discusses Hungarian Calvinist demonology which remained rather sceptical about the
concepts of diabolical witchcraft (e.g., the “covenant” or pact with the devil, the witches” attendance
at regular meetings (sabbath), etc.) throughout the early modern era. The author has studied
several Calvinist treatises of theology published between the late 16th and the early 18th century
by the printing press of Debrecen, those, for example, of Péter Mélius (1562), Tamas Félegyhazi
(1579), Péter Margitai Lani (1617), Janos Kecskeméti Alexis (1621), Matyds Nogradi (1651), Johannes
Mediomontanus (1656), Pal Csehi (1656), Istvan Diészegi Kis (1679; 1681), Gellért Kabai Bodor
(1678) and Imre Papai Périz (1719). According to her findings, Calvinist demonology, although
regarded the wordly interventions of the devil of limited scope (excepting, perhaps, the Puritans of the
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1650s/1680s), urged the expurgation of the various forms of everyday magic from urban and village
life. The suspicion of witchcraft fell especially on the practitioners of benevolent magic (popular
healers/”wise women”, midwives, fortune-tellers, etc.) who were presumed to challenge and offend
divine providence. The official religious considerations sometimes seem to have coincided with folk
beliefs and explanations of misfortune concerning, among others, the plague epidemic in which
witchcraft played an important role.

Keywords: Protestant demonology; Calvinist demonology in Hungary; witch-hunting in Hungary;
witch-hunting in Debrecen/Bihar county; popular/vernacular magic in Hungary; witchcraft and
sorcery in Hungary

Members of the clergy belonging to various Christian denominations contributed to the elaboration
of demonological concepts such as the witches” alliance with the devil, their attendance at the witches’
sabbath, and their harm caused in various ways to their community. As is well known, one of the
earliest “hammer of witches”, the Malleus maleficarum (1486) was the work of two inquisitors of the
Dominican order. During the 16th and 17th centuries, lawyers, doctors, and even kings, such as
King James I, ruler of England and Scotland, took part in the discussion about Christian demonology.
The early modern churches, even though they had to renounce their right to judge witchcraft cases
so that the majority of such cases would be brought before secular courts from the 16th century,
maintained a considerable influence on the determination of the nature of that “sin” and the principles
of its judgement for a long time. They provided legitimate descriptions of the nature of witchcraft in
the religious worldview of the early modern era.

The Reformed church regarded the secular magistrates as the executor of God’s will and placed
the biblical penal law above the secular ordinances. The judgement of witchcraft, based on the divine
law, was of great importance in the criminal forums of the city of Debrecen and the surrounding
Bihar county in Hungary, areas whose witchcraft persecution has been investigated thoroughly by
the author of the present study. The city spared neither money nor efforts to make the Lex Politica Dei
(Lipsiai 1610) available beyond the Bible.

It is a widespread belief in Hungarian scholarship that there was no demonological literature in
that country; that is, there were no manuals propagating the elements of the scholarly image of demonic
witchcraft (Klaniczay 1986, p. 282; Makkai 1981; and to some extent (Schram 1982, vol. 3, p. 68)).
In my view, however, this belief needs to be corrected in many respects—according to both the
latest interpretations of Protestant demonology and my own archival explorations. On the one hand,
a few shorter and longer works focusing on the subject of witchcraft are known from Protestant authors
in Hungary, such as the Lutheran Péter Bornemisza’s Orddgi kisirtetekrdl (The temptations of the devil) in
his five-volume collections of sermons (1579); Péter Melius’s treatise, published as an appendix of his
so called Debreceni hitvallds (Confession of Debrecen, 1562); or the chapters on the devil’s practices in
the Puritan Matyds Nogradi’s collection of preachings, entitled Lelki Probaké (Spiritual touchstone, 1650)
(Bornemisza [1579] 1980; Melius 1562; Nogradi 1651). On the other hand, the fact that these works
seem to reflect on the effect of diabolical witchcraft only in a limited way, and therefore can hardly be
regarded as belonging to the scholarly literature of demonology, has to be re-evaluated in the light of
recent research, primarily that of Stuart Clark and William Monter.

According to Stuart Clark, Protestantism, due to its internal belief system and the practical
activities of the preachers, elaborated a special Protestant demonology, which, in its main features,
seems to be distinct from the corresponding Catholic ideas. The Protestant approach, which bestowed
an exclusive role upon the divine providence, considered the power and activity of the devil to be
rather limited. Because the “hands” of Satan were so tightly bound, Protestantism, as Clark argues,
was not really concerned with the ways and details of his evil deeds. His operation was regarded to be
dependent on God'’s will in all its aspects, and therefore was considered illusory. As a consequence,
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the activity of witches, the alleged allies of the devil, was not discussed by the Protestants with such an
emphasis as it was by their Catholic colleagues. The devil was thought to make witches believe that
they can do harm—an argument both Luther and Calvin stressed upon. However, he was also thought
to betray them just as he betrays any other Christian mortals.

Accordingly, the argument goes, Protestant demonology can hardly be regarded as a specific
genre. It has emerged mainly from the traditional practices of exegesis, and it may turn up in any
dissertation, treatise, or preaching that uses examples relying on the parts of the Bible that deal with
the power of the devil.

Clark’s second argument is that the absolutization of the divine providence prevented the inclusion
of positive (intentionally benevolent) magic in Protestant belief, and apparently diabolized it. Those
who wanted to heal with magical means or wanted to know the future, and even those who turned to
them for help, were almost automatically regarded as persons not trusting enough in the power of
God, the guardian of allness. Only the tempting devil could suggest such thoughts. Thus, if a healing
was accomplished or a prophecy came true, the Protestants tended to attribute it to the devil.

In Stuart Clark’s opinion, the internal logic of Protestantism could have been the reason that in
the areas that embraced this religion, in England, for example, the accusations of witchcraft were
mostly directed at traditional folk magic experts; and further, that the ideas about witches being in
an alliance with the devil or attending the witches’ sabbath, were not prevalent. On the other hand,
preachers, wishing to transform contemporary folk culture, to purify and reform it according to their
religion, focused on all kinds of magical procedures present in the everyday life of their flock. They
condemned magic strictly, if not even more harshly than they condemned harmful witchcraft also
present in contemporary folk beliefs (Clark 1990, pp. 45-81; Monter 1976, pp. 30-31).!

As we will see below, the ideas about witchcraft of those Protestant/Calvinist preachers who were
working in the area of Bihar county, East Hungary, strongly support Stuart Clark’s arguments. These
ideas can be traced in detail in the publications of the printing press in Debrecen, the biggest city of the
county and the headquarters of Calvinism in Hungary. Péter Melius (1532-1572), who possibly played
the greatest role in the consolidation of the Calvinist reformation in Hungary, came to Debrecen in 1558
as an associate pastor and, as early as 1561, he was elected as a bishop of the Tiszanttl Region Diocese.
He kept the position of Debrecen’s first pastor until his death in December 1572. He has published
several sermons, ceremonial books, catechisms and psalmbooks, a translation of the New Testament,
and a herbarium, a treatise on plants and herbs, a popular genre of the era (Sztics 1871, vol. 2, pp. 542-53;
Makkai 1984, pp. 505-11). For his opinion on witchcraft, the most important publication of his oeuvre
is the Confessio Ecclesiae Debrecinensis, which he wrote in 1561, together with Gyorgy Ceglédi (?-1584)
and Gergely Szegedi (1536-1566), pastors from Nagyvarad and Debrecen, respectively. The book,
commonly known as the Confession of Debrecen, was published in 1562. It has established the dogmas
of the Calvinist reformation; in addition, several sections of it deal with the problem of witchcraft
(Kiss 1882, pp. 68-284). In the “Dedication”, the authors explain their motivation in including this
issue in their work. The argument here supports my assumption that the problem of witchcraft in
the 1560s did not exist only at a theoretical level in Debrecen. As Melius and his co-authors describe,
“Many souls were perplexed due to the malicious opinions about ghosts, witches and infestations . ..
They called us out inappropriately and flooded us with all those questions that we wrote here, and
even our own relatives urged us with arguments in order to openly bring forward these conflicts and
overcome the controversies over these issues, because there were only few who were contacted with
these issues and could answer according to the same manners and principles. Therefore, our good
reader, do not think that we put this down in a flurry” (Op. cit., p. 76).

The historian Laszl6 Makkai considers Péter Melius’s ideas about witchcraft to be surprisingly
progressive in the preacher’s age (Makkai 1981, p. 127). Essentially, Melius’s thoughts can be divided

1 Seealso (Clark 1997), which was unfortunately not available when I submitted the book to the editors.
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into two groups. The first could be summarized under the title of ‘the limited power of the devil and
the witches’. The second includes the condemnation of those magical practices that Melius attributed
to the power of the devil. According to him, the practitioners of these procedures and those who turn
to them would be possessed by the Satan. Let us first turn to his previous group of ideas.

The problem of witchcraft is treated by Melius as “a matter of nature rather than of faith”.
It is possible that when he speaks of “this evil that may have been wickedly and wrongly given to
the people as Satan’s works”, he condemns the position of the Catholic religion (Kiss 1882, p. 76).
According to the Protestant approach, Satan can only act with the permission of God: “neither the
wicked or any other creature can be harmed by the devils bound with the strings of hell without
divine motivation and heavenly power,” says Melius (Op. cit., p. 91). One of the most important
deliminations of Satan’s activity in the preacher’s train of thoughts is the following: “The devils ... are
not able to take on real functional bodies or bodies united with souls ... they are unable to engage with
the sexes” (Op. cit., p. 228). This position fundamentally questions the idea that the devil appears in an
animal or human form on witches” sabbath or is able to have intercourse with witches. When Melius
discusses the belief about the incubus [lidérc], he says directly that “the satan ... is not able to spread
his seeds or mix them, because it has no organic body. It is believed that ejaculation means getting into
a relationship with the satan, even though it is against the nature of the devil” (Op. cit., p. 229).

The act of squeezing/pressing [megnyomds] and conjurating/giving an evil eye [igézés; szemmel
verés] attributed to witches were explained by Melius in a rational way. He describes witches” harm
as a kind of illness. When someone, he says, lies on his/her back for a long time, “the lungs become
compressed, and the vital force (spiritus vitalis) recedes from the end of the nerves and goes under
suppression and ceases.” In all these processes, the devil and the witches could only have a limited
role, as he says, “the compressed brain fabricates images about the burden that weighs it down.”
To cure, he recommends bloodletting, purgation, and “remedies for thick humours” (Op. cit., p. 284).
According to his opinion, conjuration/evil eye is also an illness, which goes hand in hand with atrophy,
“weight loss and delusions”, and has a natural cause. Therefore, as he says, “that babies and others can
be bewitched, sickened or dried by looking, feeling, praising, is evil speech.” Once again, Melius’s
phrasing suggests that this question could have had a practical significance at the time his work was
written, because, as he noted, “pastors are being asked about these issues frequently”. With his opinion
on conjuration/evil eye, he wished to provide a guidance for both the pastors, “whose answers often
evoke a laughter and give opportunity to a little foolery”, and the “nosy news eater and imaginative”
members of the congregation in order to get rid of this “evil superstition” (Op. cit., pp. 229-30).

In Melius’s text, it is a recurring argument that the devil and the witches under his leadership
rarely harm the “pious”, but they rather tease the “evil” with the consent of God. Behind this argument
stands one of the most frequently mentioned statements of the Calvinist literature published in the
16th and 17th centuries in Debrecen, that the troubles and misfortunes penalize primarily those
who transgress godly life, and God punishes those who turn away from him with his own means,
that is, the devil. When bringing misfortune, God, however, only tests the “pious”, such as Job of the
Old Testament, for the strength of their faith. Therefore, everyone should look for the cause of their
troubles in themselves. In connection with the belief about the incubus [lidérc], which he interpreted as
an “infection with ejaculation”, Melius expresses directly that this is “the Lord’s whip, who punishes
the sin of lust with the desire of lust.” The main antidote to God-sent troubles is turning away from sin
and keeping penance. Apart from “controlling drugs”, the “illness” of the incubus, according to Melius,
can be healed with “fasting and praying, that is, with true penitence” (Op. cit., p. 229).

Now, we will turn to the second group of his thoughts. There was a widespread Protestant view,
shared by both Luther and Calvin, that the “miracles” of Satan and his allies, witches or magicians,
are not real and are merely illusions. This is not so obvious at Melius. In the section on “night ghosts,
witches, wandering souls, or squeezers/pressers [megnyomok]”, he says, for example, “Undoubtedly,
when [the incredulous] get into the hands of satan, the satan does miracles by [using] them as they
would be his own [fellows], not deceptively but truly, just as he would do through sorcerers. With the

49



Religions 2019, 10, 328

Lord’s permission he reveals the signs beforehand and the coming [events], as he predicted, would
happen.” He claims elsewhere that “it is certain that witches, night ghosts, and stray souls are controlled
by the devil, and are led to evil. They are capable of entering houses, shops and other fortresses, not by
penetrating bodies or openings, but the devil creates ways to his own [fellows] by his own methods.”
Moreover, according to Melius, the devil “is able to pick up the whole man with his flesh and soul and
take him wherever he wants, and [does this] with the consent and agreement of God” (Op. cit., p. 228).
Strikingly, when he speculates on squeezing/pressing, conjurating/evil eye, and on the incubus [lidérc],
he explains, as we have seen, the limited power of the devil, but at the same time he always makes
references to what extent this power is ot limited. It should not be questioned, he writes, that the devil
actually tortures people, “ties them, fools them, or cripples them in various ways through his sorcery”.
And if the looks and praising words of nurses and witches cannot hurt little children, their “poison
and harmful touchings” can (Op. cit., p. 229).

Finally, the most important part of the second group of Melius’s thoughts is what we could
summarize with the preacher’s own words: “we believe that delusion, sorcery, prophecy from
inspecting dead bodies, or palm reading are the work of satan” (Op. cit., p. 228). The reasoning behind
this statement reveals the position of Protestantism in condemning even the positive or benevolent
magic. Apart from two exceptions, measurement-based sorcery [meéréssel torténd vardzslds] and astrology
[csillagjoslds], Melius did not refer to the magical practices of his own age, but the cases of sorcery
mentioned in the Bible. However, he still considers his argument to be valid in his era. According to
Melius, when one makes predictions for the purpose of finding out future fortune or misfortune,
which is otherwise within the scope of divine providence, he reveals the weakness of his faith, violates
the Supreme God, and lets the devil into his soul. Such prophecy is strictly prohibited by Melius.
Astrology is likewise forbidden, because, as he says, in this case “our life and our progress” is tied
to “silent stars”; with this, we become idolaters, and the devil’s booty. According to him, fortune
telling is allowed when it is done “free of superstition” [babona nélkiil], and merely for the purpose of
decision-making in “doubtful cases”. However, the preacher does not specify the boundaries between
the doubtful cases and predicting the vicissitude of fortune. Therefore, practically any prophecy may
fall into the demonic category (Op. cit., pp. 230-31, 275).

To sum up, Melius both narrows down and extends the concept of “demonic witchcraft.” It narrows
down in a sense that evil actions cannot be performed without the permission of God and also because
he attributes different spiritual and material nature to the devil and the humans, with which he excludes
even the possibility of fornication between the witches and the bodily form of the devil. This idea
was actually the most widespread commonplace idea of Western demonology. Further, it narrows
down because he explains few—but only a few—beliefs of his era in a rational way. At the same
time, Melius does not deny that the devil and the witches are able to harm people in other ways,
for example, that they can intrude their houses, or can kidnap humans; he asserts that these actions are
not phantasmagoric. With labelling the practices of positive magic as “demonic”, he indeed extends
the content of this notion.

It would be difficult to determine which group of thoughts was more significant to Melius.
Considering his meticulous treatise on the power of the devil, the two areas, the operational territory of
Satan and its limitations, were certainly intertwined. It is much more important that during his more
than ten-year stay at Debrecen there were no witchcraft-related trials at the court. The executors of
the “divine law” seem to have embraced the first group of Melius’s thoughts. Although his teachings
about the evil eye and the nightmare (squeezing/pressing) did not abolish these ideas from the popular
belief of Debrecen, as Laszl6 Makkai thought (Makkai 1981, p. 127)2, it is possible that in Melius'’s era

2 His opinion according to which such beliefs would not occur again in the witch trials after the age of Melius is contradicted

by the documents of the trials themselves. See chapter 4 of my book. (Kristof 1998).
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the magistrates had treated such cases according to his intentions; that is, they were not willing to start
legal cases in such situations.

Apart from the Church fathers and the Bible, Melius referred only to Luther in the witchcraft-related
sections of the Confessio. However, we can list some of the thinkers who have influenced his studies
and the evolution of his convictions, and who themselves discussed the subject of witchcraft. In the
academic year of 1556/1657, Péter Melius studied at the university of Wittenberg, which was associated
with Luther’s ideas (Bucsay 1985, p. 64.; Sztics 1871, vol. 2, pp. 549, 552). He could not study under
Luther himself, but he did attend the lectures of Philippe Melanchton (1497-1560). Niels Hemmingsen
(1513-1600), a Danish Lutheran and a disciple of Wittenberg and Melanchton, published a dissertation
in 1575 in Copenhagen with the title Admonitio de superstitionibus magicis vitandis. It is worth juxtaposing
some of its observations with the second group of Melius’s thoughts.

In Hemmingsen’s opinion, people use both malicious and positive or benevolent magic at the
suggestion of the devil, and their effectiveness also depends on him irrespectively of whether there was
an obvious alliance with him or not. The practitioners of positive magic turn their backs to God just
as the practitioners of malicious magic, as he says, “their belief is not firm, they reject God’s choices,
leave the fear of God, ignore God’s commandments, question his heavenly word, and disobey the
requirements of Christian patience”. The ultimate conclusion of Hemmingsen's treatise is that pastors
should eliminate the popular belief that the sins of the practitioners of positive magic count less than
that of the malicious magic, including witchcraft. Hemmingsen'’s treatise is based on the text of Book V
of Moses, the Deuteronomy: “Let no one be found among you who sacrifices their son or daughter in
the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells,
or who is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead” (18: 10-11) (See Clark 1990, pp. 55, 67-68).

Hemmingsen and Melius both condemned benevolent magic and considered it as “demonic”, and
they did it in a rather similar way. This coincidence was probably due to the intellectual atmosphere of
the university of Wittenberg, a place that had a definitive role on their education. Similarly, we may
suspect an indirect influence, perhaps also that of the university of Wittenberg, when we place side by
side Melius’s opinion on the different nature or the structure of man and the devil and a statement
of Johann Weyer (1515-1588), a Lutheran humanist, published in his treatise De praestigis daemonum
in 1563. Weyer was a court doctor of William, the Duke of Jiilich-Cléves-Berg (1516-1592). He has
written a treatise against the witch hunts, in which he mocked the notion of the devil’s pact, arguing
that the devil, having no material body, could not even give his hand to the witches wishing to form an
alliance with him (Trevor-Roper 1969, pp. 73-75; Baxter 1977, pp. 53-54).

Two thinkers might have influenced Péter Melius more directly when forming his opinion:
the Lutheran Johann Brenz (1499-1570) and the Calvinist Heinrich Bullinger (1504-1575). Undoubtedly,
they had an impact on the evolution of his theology; it is right to assume that Melius not only knew
their opinion on witchcraft but used it as a source (Bucsay 1985, p. 64).

Heinrich Bullinger, a reformer from Zurich, published his opinion about the “black art” (Schwartze
Kiinst) in 1586, well after Melius’s death; however, his thoughts were evidently formed earlier.
It is possible that Melius’s argument, according to which God gives power to the devil and through
him the witches in order to punish those who have turned away from pious life, and further, to test
the faith of the “pious”, was partly influenced by Bullinger’s similar ideas. Unlike Calvin, neither
Bullinger nor Melius came to the conclusion that witches, the “tools” of God’s wrath, should be
punished. Both Melius and Bullinger agreed that the only way to avert troubles is to practice penitence
and return to God (Clark 1990, p. 61).

Johann Brenz, a Lutheran preacher from Tiibingen, developed his opinion on witchcraft during
the 1520s and 1530s. Several elements of his system of thoughts seem to correspond with that of
Melius’s. Brenz was one of the first representatives of the Lutheran preachers’ tradition in southwestern
Germany, which, according to Eric Midelfort’s analysis, questioned the belief in witchcraft on the
basis of the laws laid down in the Canon episcopi, a 10th-century collection of medieval canon law
(Midelfort 1972, pp. 30-36). A passage from the Canon episcopi, which originated as early as the 9th
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century, has strictly condemned that some “evil women ... misled by the delusion and phantasm of
the demons believe and openly admit that during the night they ride various animals with Diana, the
pagan goddess and countless other women, and in the tranquillity of the silent night they travel to
distant lands, and they obey the commands of [Diana] as if she were their goddess, and on certain
nights they are bound to serve her”. This belief has originated from the ancient Roman, and especially
German, concepts of the so called strigae, who were women during daytime but transformed into
birds in the night, kidnapped children, and were sucking people’s blood. The Carolingian legislation
has already labelled the belief in nightly female witch-like demons as paganism and condemned it.
According to the Canon episcopi, this belief comes from nothing else than the illusions created by the
Satan, and is extremely dangerous, because “deluded by this misbelief, many people consider these
things to be true, and when they turn away from true faith and return to the deviations of the pagans,
they suppose that there is some divine power beyond the one and only God” (Cohn 1994, both citations
are from p. 263).

When Johann Brenz discussed the cause of hail and storms at the beginning of the 16th century,
he relied on similar arguments as the authors of canon law. As he writes, hail is sent by God as a
punishment to people, and is not, as the popular belief holds, caused by witches. However, some
“witches” still think that it is induced by their magical practices; the delusion of the devil stands
behind this idea. Satan can become aware of God’s intentions, says Brenz, and may suggest to the
witches when to begin their practices. This way, the foolish women are deluded, just like the supposed
followers of Diana, and eventually they might believe that they are capable of performing such magic
(Midelfort 1972, p. 37). To argue this way, Brenz obviously had to extend the devil’s power and
his range of activity; this is where a common point of his thoughts and that of Melius’s is apparent.
As was said previously, the devil, according to Melius, anticipates the future, and is able to see
into God’s intentions; perhaps this is why he emphasizes that the devil’s “miracles” are not always
delusions. As a consequence, and both Brenz and Melius agreed on that, witches alone have no power
(Op. cit., p. 38). Neither at Brenz nor at Melius appear the concept of the orgiastic witches’ sabbath,
or the pact with the personalized devil. In the case of Brenz, this is obviously due to the impact of the
tradition of canon law.

As was mentioned earlier, Melius, who perhaps had been influenced by Johann Weyer in this
question, regarded the ability of the devil, as a spiritual being, to incarnate into a material body as
impossible. However, we might venture on the idea that the interpretation of witchcraft in canon
law could also have had an impact on Melius’s system of thought, whether through Brenz or directly.
A 12th-century Hungarian law, the First Decree of Coloman, the Learned [Kalméan Konyves] (1070-1116)
King of Hungary, seems to have been written in the spirit of the Canon episcopi. It stated that strigae,
that is, blood-sucking nightly female demons do not exist; however, at the same time, it has put in
order that maleficae, that is “maleficent (female) persons”, that is, ordinary people who practice magic,
should be punished ((Magyar Torvénytdr/Corpus juris hungarici 1000~1526 1899, pp. 112-13)).3 We might
recall that Melius regarded certain beliefs as superstition, condemned them, and tried to explain them
in a reasonable way, while he did not doubt the effect of certain magic practices and saw the devil’s
contribution behind them. He rejected the concept of nightly squeezing/pressing witches and the belief
in incubus [lidérc]. Therefore, he labelled exactly those concepts as superstition that correspond with
the belief about mischievous, nightly flitting demons, which had been doubted by both the Carolingian
laws and the Canon episcopi. When he speaks about the impossibility of conjuration [igézés], it seems
that he is using the phrases of Brenz and the Canon episcopi: “the Satan tricks the wicked with his
delusions and seduces them in order to believe the lie but not the truth” (Kiss 1882, p. 230). At the same
time, just as the law of Coloman the Learned, he condemned those who perform magical practices.

3 King Kalméan Konyves § I. 57: “De strigis vero quae non sunt, nulla questio fiat.”; § I. 60: “Malefici per nuncium archidiaconi

et comitis inventi, judicentur.”
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Finally, the thoughts of Melius and Brenz are similar in a way that, in contrast to popular belief.
Both regarded the main cause of illness, misery, or misfortune as a result of God’s punishing anger or
testing intentions; according to both authors, ceasing troubles can be achieved by penitence and by
returning to God and not by the extermination of witches. Concerning the punishment of witches,
Melius was undoubtedly closer to Bullinger, who, as was mentioned earlier, did not see witches to be
responsible for the troubles that had occurred. However, Brenz considered them to be punishable for
their wickedness, that is to say, for their crime of conscience (Midelfort 1972, p. 37).

The thoughts expressed by Péter Melius were echoed in several authors of the 17th century in
Debrecen. Right after his death, the pastors who determined the judgment of witchcraft in the city
seem to have held a stricter opinion than he had. The first witch trials took place in Debrecen three
years after the death of Melius, and the first death penalty was prescribed in 1575.

From the 1570s to the 1590s, two preachers who were working in the city were assumed to have
encouraged the initiation of witch-hunting. Gyorgy Goénczi Fabricius (?-1595), who was an urban
pastor from 1565, and who became the successor of Melius at the position of a bishop from 1577,
had studied at foreign universities for eight years. Although I have not been able to trace his opinion
on witchcraft, it may be suggestive that he studied in countries such as Switzerland, Germany, and
northern Italy in the 1550s and 1560s, where he could have met witch hunters or embrace the idea of
witch hunts (Sztics 1871, vol. 2, pp. 542-43, 563—-64). His views seem to have had no immediate effect
on court practice after returning home, because during Melius’s lifetime, he filled only the position
of an associate pastor. The role of the other pastor, Tamas Félegyhazi (c.1540-1580), however, can be
discussed with more certainty. He was sent to Kolozsvar [Cluj-Napoca] in the 1560s by Melius in
order to defend the Calvinist trend against the Anti-trinitarians. Félegyhazi returned to Debrecen one
year after the death of Melius and became a fellow pastor of Gonczi. I could not determine where he
studied but in case he indeed had a role in witch-hunting in Debrecen, we may suspect the impact of
Kolozsvar itself. During his stay in Kolozsvar, the magistrates had heard several witchcraft-related
trials and even returned a verdict of a death sentence (Op. cit., p. 543, 564).

In 1579, Félegyhazi published his treatise A keresztyén igaz hitnek részeirdl valo tanitds [Teachings on
the sections of true Christian faith] for the first time. The passage on the sin of idolatry in this treatise
condemned “superstition” [babonasdg] and “all kinds of sorcery [vardzsldsok]”. Similar to Melius,
his anger was directed at those who performed magical practices banned by the laws of the biblical
Moses and also those who turned to the former. As he warned, “Don’t turn to magicians, do not ask
the fortune tellers, and avoid getting contaminated by them”. Unlike Melius, Félegyhazi has already
emphasized that such people deserve the death penalty. He announced with Moses that “I will set my
face against anyone who turns to mediums and spiritists to prostitute themselves by following them,
and I will cut them off from their people.” (III, 20:6); and “Let no one be found among you ... who
practices divination or sorcery, interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a
medium or spiritist or who consults the dead” (V, 18:10-11) (Félegyhazi [1579] 1583, p. 306. I used the
edition of 1583).

It is not a coincidence, therefore, that three of the earliest four defendants of the witch trials in
Debrecen were experts of folk medicine, a positive magic condemned by Protestantism/Calvinism.
One of them was also accused of poisoning (intoxicatio) and making a magical drink.
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The period between the 1620s and 1640s, which saw the first summit of witch-hunting in Debrecen
and the highest proportion of witch burnings, can be characterized by the strict policy of the Reformed
orthodoxy. The preachers of the era published numerous works on the regulations of moral life, and
another series of sermons were dealing with the subjects of fornication, swearing, theft, suicide, etc.
(Makkai 1984, pp. 531-35). The first mentions of the devil’s pact and the witches’ sabbath can also be
found in this period in two collections of sermons published in the city.

Péter Margitai Lani (157?-1629) was a pastor in Debrecen between 1615 and 1618. Then he was
elected as bishop in 1629. He pursued higher education in Wittenberg at the end of the 16th century.
He was a schoolmate and a good friend of Alexis Janos Kecskeméti (1570?-1618?), who went to
study in Heidelberg after Wittenberg. He published Kecskeméti’s collection of sermons in Debrecen,
whose opinion on witchcraft probably had a great impact on him (Op. cit., Szfics 1871, vol. 2, p. 543;
Kecskeméti Alexis [1621] 1974, pp. 16-24). Margitai also produced a collection of sermons that was
published in 1617, in which, similarly to Félegyhazi, he wrote about deviltry [6rdongdsség] in connection
with idolatry. This, in his view, is “a covenant with the Satan, which is executed through certain
ceremonies in order to achieve certain things with his help”. Margitai does not name the source where
he could have read about these “ceremonies” and except the quotation above, he says no more about
the topic. His interpretation of the covenant with the devil is peculiar. Apart from the devilish woman
of the Bible, Margitai first brings up the names of two popes—Pope Sylvester II (c. 946-1003) and Pope
Gregory VII (c.1015-1085)—as an example for being a devil’s mate. Then he notes that “one can still
find many of these people, both men and women creatures” [asszonyi dllatok]. Following the tradition of
Wittenberg and that of Melius’s, he classifies them as experts of magical practices. Just as Hemmingsen
at the end of the 16th century, Margitai also refers to the passage of Moses V, 18:11; and as Félegyhazi,
he argues that they deserve the death penalty. Paraphrasing Moses he proclaims, “be they men or
women creatures, if the spirit of devilish fortune-telling is to be found in them, they should be killed . ..
you should stone them, they themselves make up the cause of their deaths” (Margitai Lani 1617, p. 78).

Margitai’s friend, Alexis Janos Kecskeméti was a pastor first in Kecskemét, then in Nagybanya.
His collection of sermons, published in 1621 in Debrecen, is a commentary on the Book of Daniel; the
sections on dreams and magic deserve our attention.

Kecskeméti classified dreams into several groups. One of these categories is “diabolicum
somnium”, a devilish dream, under which he explained his views on the witches” sabbath. These views
were most probably inspired by the Lutheran tradition that was based on canon law, as I discussed it
above. The dream of those “bewitching-healing mates of the devil”, as he emphasized, is imposed
by the devil upon those who “come together, as they say, each year before the first day of the month
of the Pentecost, and they go to a high mountain (they know where it is) on a broom; the sorcerers
[biibdjosok] from different countries used to gather together there. And as a testimony, they even say
what they have seen there.” All of this is, in Kecskeméti’s opinion, merely an illusion, as “the devil
plays with them. Not that they could really be corporeal, but the devil would make them believe that
they went far away.” He also considered as demonic delusion “when they see that some are being
transformed into cats or wolves”. He supported his argument with Luther’s authority, quoting one
of his cases of an “ointment using midwife”. The woman—as the story tells us—wanted to prove to
her priest that the witches were actually going out and gathering in a place. “For this reason, she
applied an ointment on herself in front of the priest and many other people, and then raised her
hands as if she wanted to fly. But suddenly she fell off and laid almost dead for a few hours on the
ground. And when she got up after a long time, she said with great joy: herein you see that I was
gone.” Kecskeméti summarised with irony the moral of the story: “So plays the devil with them”
(Kecskeméti Alexis [1621] 1974, pp. 144-45).

Kecskeméti did not explicitly say that the witches deceived accordingly would deserve death, but
he judged more severely the activities of the experts of magical practices, just as several of his fellow
preachers did.
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Kecskeméti distinguished two types of magic/conjuration. The first kind, which, as he says, “stays
in his true power” is not to be condemned, but to be regarded as “very good”, because it is merely a
“study of things by nature”. However, the other kind of sorcery, which is “based on a covenant with the
devils”, is forbidden. Moreover, its practitioners are worthy of the death penalty. Like Hemmingsen
and Margitai, he also supported his argument with Moses V, 18:10-12. When he listed the various
types of “demonic practices”, such as fortune-telling from water, mirror, fire, palm, smoke, sieve [rosta],
or nail, he condemned magical procedures that were also to be found in the popular/vernacular
practices of his era (Op. cit., pp. 136-37). Further, he listed a few types of the experts of the condemned
magical practices. Besides the biblical examples, just as Margitai, he mentioned six Roman popes
as well. Of the “demonic men and women creatures” of his era, most of all, he raged against the
fortune-tellers and the midwives, buthe also condemned the gypsies, who “used to tell prophecies
from beans.” Kecskeméti listed what forbidden fortune-telling [joslds] might concern: when and where
one would die, whether his/her spouse loves or not, whether (s)he would have a child or not, whether
(s)he would have a son or a daughter. Fortune-telling was very strictly condemned by Kecskeméti; “no
type of man is worse”, as he said, than the fortune-teller, “because they are bound to something they
are not sufficient for”, that is, they are trying to compete with the divine providence.

Similarly, Kecskeméti rages against the practice of midwives, who performed healing activities,
too, in the era. According to his opinion, midwives violate the divine providence, because they “want to
become doctors of medicine, and try to cure with superstitious instruments, such as measurements
[mérések], incantation [rdolvasdsok], or slips of paper [cédula] to be hung on the neck”. Kecskeméti
explained the topic in the form of a dialogue, as if a rural preacher, representing the official religious
view, would educate a local peasant, who was considered to be simple and superstitious. For example,
the latter asks a question: “Is it wrong when the conjuring midwives heal by measurements [mérések]
[and] they do not say that it is a hagymdz [kind of a feverish illness] [that is, an epidemic sent by God]?”
According to the preacher, it is undoubtedly wrong, because illnesses are imposed on people by God,
and it also lies in His power to abolish them. The midwives and those who turn to them, therefore,
express the weakness of their faith in God when they are trying to cure a disease with threads, strings,
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or [some form of] coal. The next question is: . if such a measurement remedy is against God,
how come that it may sometimes help the patients? Further, some women creatures even say that if
this good woman could not help me I would have died”. The preacher argues: these medicines help
because they were destined to heal, and this might happen because God is testing the strength of the
faith of the people. Other “simple” questions ask whether certain elements used in church rituals can
also be used for healing, such as quotations from the Bible written on a piece of paper and attached
to the patient’s neck, or incantations with the words of the Credo or the Lord’s Prayer. According to
the pastor, all this is, obviously, paganism and superstition, because these were not created to be
means of healing. Prayer, for example, was “not created by Christ ... to make patches out of it, and
tie [i.e., heal] diarrhea, gout, or hagymisz”. As a consequence, the act of those, who “go right to the
whispering midwives who do magic when they, or their wives or children get sick ... is surely a great
sin before God. My son or daughter was encharmed, if someone would recite an incantation above
him/her, (s)he would recover”. The preacher requires the “superstitious” villagers to follow the only
legitimate way according to the dominant religious view for getting rid of illnesses: “Listen, appeal to
God, call him for help, and believe him to be healed ... Because he says: invoke me, call me to help in
the time of misery, I will liberate you”. In the end, Kecskeméti declared that both the fortune-tellers
and the healing midwives are “worthy of the worldly fire and the fire of Gehenna of hell as well”
(Op. cit., pp. 148-55).

Again, it could not be a coincidence that there were six people (five healers and one midwife)
among the nineteen defendants of the witch trials in the period between the 1620s and 1640s in
Debrecen who were punished for their various medical practices. Three of them were sentenced to
death. However, the devil’s covenant or the attendance at the witches” sabbath did not appear in the
text of the indictments or judgements of the era.
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Kecskeméti, as was mentioned previously, studied first in Wittenberg and then in Heidelberg at
the end of the 16th century. The references in his collection of sermons include the names of Johann
Brenz, Bullinger, and Luther, and even Caspar Peucer (1525-1602). The latter was Melanchton’s
disciple, son-in-law, and the head of the medical and mathematics department at the university of
Wittenberg. In connection with the discussion on dreams, Kecskeméti referred to Peucer’s treatise,
the Commentarius de praecipuis divinationem generibus, which was published in 1555 in Wittenberg
(Clark 1990, p. 55). Besides the Lutheran tradition in Wittenberg and the presupposed impact of canon
law, the intellectual milieu of the university of Heidelberg might have also influenced Kecskeméti’s
concept of witchcraft. At the university of Heidelberg in the decades of 1570s and 1580s, two opposing
opinions existed on the adjudication of witchcraft. Both opinions responded to the treatise written
against witch hunt, De praestigiis Daemonum (1563) by the above-mentioned humanist and Lutheran
doctor, Johann Weyer. According to Weyer, the ideas about the devil’s pact and the witches” sabbath in
the forced confessions of the tortured witches by no means have a real basis. Those are illusions created
by the devil, or ideas due to a mental disorder, or “melancholy” of the accused. In Weyer’s opinion,
those accused of witchcraft are innocent and should not be punished. He, too, however, condemned
the sorcerers and the experts of magic, and ordered them a punishment (Trevor-Roper 1969, pp. 73-75;
Thomas 1987, p. 693; Baxter 1977, pp. 53-54). Among the opposers of Weyer’s views at the university
of Heidelberg, one can find Thomas Erastus (1524-1583), whose work, the Disputatio de Lamiis seu
Strigibus (1572), deserves attention here. Erastus denied that the witches would merely be mentally
ill, he was convinced that they indeed deny God and worship the devil. He thought that the witches
actually fornicate with the devil and are able to harm their fellow human beings. Even if they are not
capable of performing miracles by their own power, and this is all Erastus allows here, they deserve
the death penalty because of their evil intentions (Midelfort 1972, p. 56).

Obviously, Kecskeméti did not share Erastus’s opinion. His views were much closer to the
thoughts of Hermann Witekind (1522-1603), a Heidelbergian mathematician, with which he defended
Weyer’s position. Witekind, just as Kecskeméti, was convinced that people tend to blame others for
their bad luck, someone “on whom we can take revenge for all our trouble and loss, since God, who is
the real cause of everything, is too high for us to reach and understand”. As Witekind argued, the
right path to avoid trouble is faith in God. He denied that the damage caused by the devil or the
witches would be realistic and raised his voice against the punishment of those accused of witchcraft
(Op. cit., p. 57).

As is apparent, Kecskeméti’s system of thoughts reflects both the Wittenbergian Lutheran and the
Heidelbergian Witekind’s traditions as long as it considers witches to be innocent means of the devil
but expects the practitioners of magic to be punished.

After the siege of Heidelberg in 1622, the Hungarian Calvinists started to attend British and Dutch
universities. The study trips to England were of great importance for the town of Debrecen, because
this is where the tendency of Puritanism, which consolidated in the 1660s, got inspiration from. Many
of the Puritan preachers of Debrecen have expressed their views on witchcraft. One of them, Matyas
Nogradi (1611?-1681), wrote a long treatise about “demonic practice”.

Matyas Nogradi had studied in Leyden between 1644 and 1647, and also visited London. He was
a preacher in Debrecen between 1649 and 1661. In 1661, he became the dean [esperes] of the Debrecen
diocese, and in 1665 he took the position of the bishop of Tiszanttil Church District; he died in September
1681. His work, the Idvdsség kapuja [Gate to salvation], published in 1672 in Kolozsvar, was translated
from English; most probably his collection of sermons, entitled Lelki Probaké [Spiritual touchstone] and
published in 1651 in Debrecen, was influenced by his experiences in the Netherlands and England.
The appendix of this work is a short piece, a so-called Rovid Tracta [Brief treatise], which was intended
to explain Az Ordogi practicdrdl mint kellyen itélni e viligon a keresztyén embernek [How a Christian should
judge the devil’s practice in this world] (Herepei 1966, vol. 2, pp. 183-86; Nogradi 1651).
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The ideas found in the Rovid Tracta themselves can be divided into two groups, in which the author
determines whether the power of the devil is limitless or not. First of all, pastor Nogradi admits that
“Deus est author naturae”, so that He is the only one with supernatural power. He, however, allows
the devil to send rain, wind, and lightning, but, as Nogradi warns the readers, neither Satan, nor the
witches, the “ugly bugs”, are able “to do true wonders, but only do admirable things”. Consequently,
sorcerers are able to harm people but only as long as God allows them; they can only harm people’s
bodies and the “external stuff”, but not their souls (the biblical Job is an example). These damages
are the trials of God, and indeed serve people. Nogradi argues that God allows people to get hurt
only to “weed out his sons and lovers, or to verify faith and peaceful acceptance”. He does this in
order to punish the sinners and, on the other hand, to determine (at this point, the preacher turns
to his readers) “whether you love the Lord, your God with all your heart and with all your soul”
(Nogradi 1651, pp. 183-86, 164-65).

Nogradi, just like the other pastors discussed earlier, ascribes to the divine providence an absolute
power in this world; further, he stress that Satan “non realiter sed apparenter” can do supernatural
things. These are not miracles, but just “amazing delusions” (Op. cit., p. 186).

Nevertheless, it seems that when describing the sins of sorcerers and witches, Nogradi followed a
much stricter doctrine than his predecessors. In his system of thoughts, in some cases, the principles of
supreme good and supreme bad were given equal weight. For example, he says, that “sorcery means
the abandonment of God, the Summum Bonum, and embracing the devil, the Summum Malum. This way
God is condemned and the devil is worshiped”. He argues elsewhere: “The sorcerer is an embodied
Devil, just as the Antichrist, who, with the help of Satan’s enormous power does all kinds of miracles
and great signs on this earth”. Nogradi emphasizes that “no other sin offends God as much as sorcery
does”, because this “nasty obnoxious activity” defaces the name and memory of God, Christ’s Cross,
and the Holy Spirit (Op. cit., pp. 161-62).

Compared to the opinions presented here so far, the main novelty in Nogradi’s argument is that he
not only describes in detail the different types of the devil’s pact, but, as it seems, he thinks such pacts
might actually be feasible. Considering Satan’s field of operation, as much as it is submitted to God,
it is regarded as most excessive compared to all other preachers” opinions discussed here previously.
According to Nogradi, “a full pact with the devil” is “when a person violates and breaks his faith in
God, and further, dedicates his body, soul, and life to Satan through an alliance of a certain mark. This is
a clear indication of witchcraft” [boszorkdnysdg]. Witches [boszorkdnyok] embrace an upside down world
(See Clark 1980), an idea that appears at Nogradi for the first time in Debrecen: “we [witches] made a
bond with death, we got peace through fire, lie is the strong shield of ours, we take pride in delusion,
our prophecy is a sweet endearment”. And they do all this, as Négradi condemns them, because Satan
“promises a reward to his speedy scudding locust-tailed soldiers” (Nogradi 1651, p. 174).

According to the preacher, “the covenant with the devil” or “pactum” can be “expressum”, that is,
evident, and can be “implicitum”, that is secretive or “clandestine”. In the first case, when one offers
himself to Satan, the covenant can be made verbally or in writing (with blood), or it can be achieved
through a mutual agreement, when both of the parties offer their services to one another. Nogradi
does not explain this further in detail, nor does he mention any characters he thinks about.

As for the “clandestine” type of the covenant, Nogradi lists five different cases under that
category, including the experts of magical practices and those who turn to them. They have also
been condemned by the previously mentioned Calvinist authors; Nogradi seems to systematize them.
Firstly, he considers the fortune-tellers to be allies of the devil, these tell the future by “tin casting”,
“turning of the sieve”, “the sound of the birds”; then the “healers, who apply ointments” to cure. These
sorcerers violate the scope of the divine providence.

Certain parts of the Rovid Tracta allow us to construct two rather different stereotypes about witches
in Négradi’s system of thoughts. The first we might call an “ecclesiastic” or “official” model: it comes
from those statements in which Nogradi describes what makes man a sorcerer or a witch, and what are
the “convincing” and “certain” signs of witchcraft. The second, the so called popular/“vernacular”
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model, is composed of those characteristics that do not make someone a witch from the point of
view of the Reformed church; that is, the probable but not certain (“probabilia sed non certa”) signs
of witchcraft.

Let us first see the “official” stereotype about witches. A witch is a person who “fully abandons
the Lord and subjugates her or himself to the violence of the devil” and overtly makes a covenant with
him. Humans with certain “particular sins” are predisposed to approach the devil. The examples
include “idolatry, false worship, perjury, blasphemy, cursing, swearing, dirty desires [fornication],
curiosity, hate, envy, the desire of vengeance ... avarice”. According to Nogradi, poverty can also be a
reason for turning away from God. It is interesting to see that Johann Weyer’s opinion that witches are
innocent melancholics is turned upside down by Négradi: he thinks that melancholia attaches a person
to the devil.

Additionally, a witch is she who speaks before the court incoherently, “is a volatile vagabond
giving incongruous responses”, and who admits his or her sin. A witch is she whose “superstitions
and delusive actions” were proved by many living testimonies, and who is bespoken by other
“sorcerers”. A witch is she who, instead of attending daily services, “visits the houses of disreputable
sorcerers” during the night. Finally, a witch is she who “encourages others to deal with witchcraft”
(Op. cit., pp. 163-69, 174, 182-83).

The other popular/“vernacular” stereotype that can be derived from Négradi’s system of thoughts
is the following. Old people (those of “decrepita aetas”) who are surrounded by bad news or “rumurs”
are also considered to be witches. When hearing such “old news”, people tend to be suspicious,
especially if the incriminate person belongs to a “similarly suspected family”, or has “impossible
[képtelen] bodily marks originated from the devil” (N6gradi has probably listed this feature at a wrong
place), if (s)he is cursing or swearing often, threatening others, and if upon his/her touch a corpse starts
to bleed. Finally, according to this model, too, a witch is characterized by a “poor and humble fate”
(Op. cit., pp. 162-63, 180-82).

The purpose of Matyds Nogradi’s Rovid Tracta was to help the secular magistrates to judge
witchcraft-related cases, because, as the preacher wrote, “it is so difficult ... that often the divine
lawmakers’ mind ... get confused.” Undoubtedly, the ultimate suggestion of his work is that the
magistrates should act with great caution when encountering such cases. Nogradi suggested that the
popular/“vernacular” model of witchcraft should not be regarded immediately as an evidence, and
that even the elements of the other model, legitimized by the church, “should be carefully inspected
not to make mistakes after hearing the testimonies”. His warning was directed to his congregation,
too, “especially to the bad disobedient youth”, in order not to make “false testimonies” about their
fellow humans.

Nevertheless, when Nogradi discussed the punishment of witches, he judged them far more
strictly than the previously discussed preachers. He condemned them not only to physical but spiritual
death, and even to eternal perdition, and regarded them worthy to “suffer perpetually in a sulphurous
burning lake”, making no distinction, unlike his predecessors, between those innocents deceived by
the devil and those who were guilty of practicing magic. When reasoning for a strict punishment,
he came up with a new argument not stated before. The witches and the sorcerers “by the covenant
with the devil become enemies of the Ecclesia, and by this the civil society, the respublica would [also]
get confused”. It is very dangerous to endure this, he says, because God imposed his punishment on
the Jews exactly for sorcery (Nogradi 1651, pp. 190-92). The opinion that God’s punishment can be
abolished by penitence was previously asserted in Debrecen, but at Négradi it seems less emphasized;
whilst the approach, according to which witchcraft may be a cause of God’s wrath and only its complete
destruction can help avoid the plague of God, is new in the city.

The popular/“vernacular” stereotype extracted from Nogradi’s system of thoughts was probably
based on the everyday experiences of the pastor and reflected the basic perception of witches in the
contemporary congregation at Debrecen. The other model, due to the lack of local traditions, as I
mentioned above, might have conceived during his travels in England. This was assumed by the

’
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historian Laszl6 Makkai, too (Makkai 1981, p. 117). Nogradi visited England in 1645, when the biggest
witch hunt in the country’s history took place; it was led by Matthew Hopkins (?-1647) in Essex.
According to the research of Alan Macfarlane, this was the time when, in the persecution of witches,
the concept of diabolical witchcraft gained the greatest importance (Macfarlane 1970, p. 189). During
his stay, Nogradi could have been influenced either by pamphlets or reports of burnings, or by the
English Protestant literature of demonology. Laszl6 Makkai has suggested earlier that Négradi could
have known the Discourse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft, a book of the Puritan theologian, William
Perkins (1558-1602), published in Cambridge in 1608 (Makkai 1981, p. 117). It appears that Makkai,
although he did not compare the two works, was on the right track. Nogradi did not refer to the
English author by name. However, there are several common points in their treatises on demonology.

When Stuart Clark interpreted the concept of the witches” sabbath as an inversion of the social and
moral order, he referred to the writings of William Perkins. Perkins made a commentary on Samuel I,
15:23, which says “For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry”.
He called witches “the worst possible traitors and rebels”, who renounce God, the King of Kings, leave
the company of the Church and people, become enemies of the state, and enter into an alliance with
their supreme enemy, the Devil (Clark 1977, p. 176). This argument, as we have seen, first appears
in Debrecen in Nogradi’s writings; the very strict punishment of witchcraft which he stands for is
based on the betrayal of both the “Ecclesia” and the “Respublica”.

Further, Perkins did not doubt the alliance of witches and the devil and this possibility was
maintained by Nogradi as well. The opinion of the English and the Hungarian preacher in the question
of condemning benevolent magic also corresponds to each other, even though, as we have seen, by the
age of Nogradi, this approach had a significant local tradition in Debrecen. When Négradi says that no
one is defacing the name of God, Christ’s Cross, and the Holy Spirit more than the fortune-teller and
“ointment user” sorcerers, he seems to be echoing Perkins’s idea that the experts of positive magic,
the “good witches”, are even more threatening than the “black witches”, because the former are not
rejected by their community, so their successful practices weaken belief in the divine providence in the
souls of their patients. The “good witches”, as Perkins describes, are “the most disgusting and hateful
monsters” (Thomas 1987, pp. 300-6).

In the 1660s and 1670s, Matyas Nogradi, first as a dean, and then a bishop, was one of the most
prominent figures of Debrecen-based Puritanism. Before we analyze how the local witch hunt occurred
under his office and influence, we need to consider other Puritan preachers who also expressed their
opinion during this period in the city.

Five years after the publication of Nogradi’s work (1651), the issue of witchcraft was rediscovered
in Debrecen. This time at two school exams, held under the presidency of the Puritan preacher Gyorgy
Komaromi Csipkés (1628-1678). The texts of these exams were later published in Latin in Nagyvarad
[Oradea] (Mediomontanus Cimbalmos 1656; Csehi P. 1656). The exams were open to the public, and
several prominent persons attended. Apart from Matyas Nogradi, Mihaly Vigkedvt, the chief judge of
Debrecen was there, and also several town senators and local pastors turned up, including pastors from
Diészeg, Bihar county, the chief judge of Sarospatak, Zemplén county and his senators, the captain of
Székelyhid, Bihar county, and other members of the council from different places.

The topics of the exams of the two respondents, Andras Csehi P. and Janos Mediomontanus C.,
were based on some ordinary questions of Calvinist demonology: the power of the devil and the
witches, their limitations, the perception of benevolent magic, and the punishment of witchcraft.
As is clear from their references, the respondents were deeply aware of the two traditions of the
interpretation of witchcraft defined by Eric Midelfort and discussed above, that is, a tradition based on
the Malleus maleficarum and another one based on the canon law. As it seems, they voted for the latter.
However, just like Nogradi, they did not completely rule out the possibility of the devil’s pact.

Concerning the first topic, Andras Csehi P. explained that the devil has no power “beyond the air”
(“supra aerem”); he is unable to move the stars or other celestial bodies, for example, to remove the
moon from the sky, or cannot steal the light of the stars. And, “underneath the air” (“infra aerem”) he
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can only act with the permission of God, who, according to the widely used argument, allows him to
operate in order to test the faithfulness of men and to ascertain the strength or weakness of their faith
(Csehi P. 1656, chp. A2).

Of all the ideas on witchcraft found in the Malleus maleficarum, the two Puritan disciples only
accepted that the witches gain their damaging power from the devil. Andras Csehi P., referring to
Johann Weyer, denies that witches would be able to create lightning, winds, move clouds, destroy the
crops, bewitch the human body by acquiring excrement, urine, blood, hair or nails, or move it from
one place to another in a very short time. Based on Weyer’s arguments and the “Jus Canonicum”, they
both claim that the demonic practices detailed in the Malleus maleficarum are not real but are merely
illusions created by the Satan and only the sick souls, the melancholic and the fool believe them to be
true. As Mediomontanus listed, “phantasticae et imaginariae sunt” that the witches take little babies,
cook them and make grease for flight from their fat, unnoticeably invade houses through chimneys,
windows, or small holes and disturb the inhabitants, travel several miles in four or five hours, and if
they wish, they can be transformed into animals (cats, pigs, donkeys) or soulless things (plants, straw,
cartwheel) (Mediomontanus Cimbalmos 1656, chp. B2). Mediomontanus considers another popular
belief to be impossible and illusory—that during the night the flock of witches fly to the Gellért hill in
Buda (the capital of Hungary, under Turkish occupation in the period) to dance and have a debauch.*

Concerning the question of the devil’s pact, Mediomontanus compares Johann Weyer’s and
William Perkins’s opinions and although he agrees with the former, he does not entirely exclude the
possibility of such pacts. Weyer, as was said earlier, denied the possibility of an alliance between
a witch and the devil based on the fact that the former is a material-corporal (“corporalis”) but the
latter is a spiritual (“spiritualis”) entity. This antagonism precludes any relationship between those
two in his opinion. Referring to Perkins, Mediomontanus disproves Weyer’s statement with the
power of the Bible saying that according to Scripture, an alliance could exist between God (an entirely
spiritual entity) and flesh-and-blood humans, as testified by the cases of Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac,
or Jacob. For such covenant, he argues, a union of thoughts and will is sufficient, physical presence
(“circumstantialer”) is not needed from any of the parties. In Mediomontanus’s opinion, the pact with
the devil is thus feasible. However, it is eventually the devil’s delusion (“fraus et impostura”) that
can only be believed by the credulous or the mentally perplexed. Mediomontanus, as opposed to
Weyer, does not conclude, however, that the innocent, deceived witches do not deserve punishment.
He thinks that witches deserve death by burning because of their intention, which is obviously evil if
they were looking for an alliance with the devil (Mediomontanus Cimbalmos 1656, chp. A3, B).

According to the two respondents, harmful witches are not the only ones who enter into an
alliance with the devil. The “lamia bona” or the “praestigiatrix juvans”, that is, the “good witch”,
makes a covenant with the devil in order to do good, to heal bewitchment or make predictions. As can
be read in Andrés Csehi P, “inquiring about the patients by lead casting, belt measurement [dvmérés],
sieve rotation, or by the methods of old women ... just as ... whispering, incantation, healing are
not only useless but superstitious and idolatrous” (“ ... non tantum inutiles sed et superstitiosae ac
idololatriae sunt”) (Csehi P. 1656, chp. B2).

The effect of Métyds Nogradi’s treatise can be seen in that the above mentioned “ecclesiastic
vs. popular/“vernacular” stereotypes of witches are repeated almost word by word by Andras Csehi
P. In Csehi P, the former also consists of “convincing” signs” (“signa convincentia”) while the latter
of “false” or “conjectural” signs (“signa falsa, probabilia, conjecturalia”). According to him, those
defendants can be punished who admittedly enter into an alliance (“foedus”) with the devil or cause
detriment to his fellow humans in a supernatural manner, and all this is proven by authentic witnesses.
Referring to Moses II, 22:18, he regards these persons even worthy of death (Op. cit., A3, B).

”

4 Fora Hungarian translation of this part of the argument of Mediomontanus, see (Klaniczay 1986, p. 283, note 117).

60



Religions 2019, 10, 328

The idea of the covenant with the Satan cannot be found in any other works of the Puritan
preachers in Debrecen. For example, Gellért Kabai Bodor (1640?-1681), who was a pastor in Debrecen
between 1674 and 1681, mentioned in his collection of sermons entitled Hegyes dszton a Sdtinnak angyala
[Disturbing Instinct is the Devil’s Angel, 1678] that “sorcerers and charmers”, “seers”, and “men and
women creatures whispering prayers learnt from the devil” are both companions and means of Satan,
but he never spoke explicitly about such an alliance (Kabai Bodor 1678, pp. 23, 36).

By the middle of the 17th century, the pastors in Debrecen seem to have clarified for good the
interpretation of the concept of the devil’s pact. As we have seen, they considered it to be feasible
to some extent. However, it was regarded to be a demonic illusion, a delusion of Satan. Neither the
disciples of Matyas Nogradi nor that of Gyérgy Komaromi Csipkés forced the originally Catholic
notion of demonic witchcraft with the devil’s pact onto the popular (or seemingly popular) notion of
witchcraft, which was otherwise not necessarily trusted. Especially not because it was extraneous to
both their religion and demonology (On the differences between Catholic and Protestant demonology
see Clark 1990).

Lutheran preachers from southwestern Germany led by Johann Brenz formulated their main
ideas about the omnipotence of the divine providence and the limited power of Satan and the witches
in relation to the explanation of the causes of hail and storms. Calvinist preachers in Debrecen did this
in connection with the diseases and their healing, as we have seen at Péter Melius or Péter Margitai
Lani. It is worthy of note that plague epidemics were included in those diseases, especially in the era
of the Puritanism in Debrecen.

Several preachers have expressed their opinions about the plague before the Puritans in the city,
just like Péter Melius. However, it seems that until the second half of the 17th century, these works
dealt with only two fundamental issues. The first, obviously, was the plague itself: it was regarded as
God'’s punishment to sinful men. Many, including Péter Melius, thought that it is not possible to avoid
it without penitential practices and returning to God. The second question concerned what “external
devices”, such as drugs, can be used and in what extent apart from “internal or spiritual healing”.
There was no agreement in this question among the preachers of the era (Krist6f 1991). There was
one particular question, though, in which all preachers agreed, that the so called “superstitious”
medications are not only unhelpful but their use falls under a strict ban. The reason for this is similar
to that of the condemnation of positive magic, that is, the use of “medication that is not ordered by
God” questions the belief in divine providence.

In 1579, Tamas Félegyhazi wrote: “the medicines of magicians and sorcerers are forbidden in
the Writings [of God], those who want to heal the sick with whispering words, casting and lifting
the spell, or any other kinds of superstitions”. Such superstition was, for example, that “the first
on whom the plague started off, should be digged out from the ground and pulled under the
gallows-tree”. Further, “a Christian man should not expect a cure from these associates of the devil,
but instead, he should hold on to the Word of God, and apply only the remedies ordered by Him”
(Félegyhazi [1579] 1583, pp. 461, 463—64). Alexis Janos Kecskeméti wrote the above-mentioned sermon
in 1621 during a plague epidemic. It is no coincidence, therefore, that when he condemned the activities
of the healing midwives, he was referring to the example of “hagymdz”, a feverish illness: the word was
also used for the plague in the era. As he wrote, sickness is given by God to sinful men. Thus, it was
regarded extremely wrong that midwives are so courageous that through “measuring and incantation”
cross the paths of God’s unfathomable providence (Kecskeméti Alexis [1621] 1974, pp. 14849, 348).

Concerning the origin of the plague, the early preachers of Debrecen seem to have argued with
only two positions. One was the astrologers’ opinion, who deduced the epidemics from some “negative
constellation” of the planets, while the other opinion regarded it as “blind luck”. Only the Puritans,
and among them firstly pastor Istvan Didszegi Kis (c.1635-1698) from Didszeg, who knew the folk
culture of his era so well, explored that there exists a third, very widespread alternative explanation of
the plague. The one found in the popular belief of witchcraft.
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In 1679, when Didszegi was preaching about “a variety of diseases”, a serious plague epidemic
raged over the country. These sermons, as earlier in Kecskeméti, were published in a dialogue form.
Reading Didszegi’s text feels as if a member of the congregation would ask questions about his own
ideas from the learned preacher. From these questions, the third alternative interpretation can be
constructed about the origin of the plague in late 17th-century folklore. For example, “Can one find
out whether this illness is coming from the devil or from a witch?” Or, “If you could find out that this
illness is coming from the devil, would it be allowed to cure it with the help of the devil or witches?”
(Didszegi Kis 1679, pp. 159-60).

In his answers, Didszegi does not exclude this kind of explanation. However, as he says,
the illness-bringing power of both the devil and the witches comes from God, who may use them as a
means of expressing his anger. “The great power the devil has on this earth ... with the permission of
God he can make people cripple, blind, take away their health and even kill them, as seen in the story
of Job and his sons” (Op. cit., p. 159). Therefore, “there is no need to struggle” to determine where the
illness is coming from, because the ultimate reason is always the Almighty God. “There is no evil in
the city that Jehovah would not beget”, and the devil “is not able to curl a hair unless God wants this”.
Turning to a healing “witch” is useless, because he or she can not heal an illness which was sent by
God as a punishment; and when (s)he tries, (s)he serves the devil and falls into idolatry. “If [the healer]
was a good doctor and knew all the types of trees and herbs ... this would [be idolatry] as (s)he would
turn away from God and would turn to the devil” (Op. cit., p. 160).

That same year on St. George’s Day, when, according to the popular belief, witches are particularly
active, Didszegi gave his sermon. This sermon is well known in the ethnographic scholarly literature,
but it has been used only as a historical source of folk magic for the end of the 17th century
(Domotor 1981, p. 112). I want to draw attention to the fact that when Didszegi enumerated the great
many methods of folk magic, his interest was not necessarily led by an interest in folklore. All the
witches, “who mess up men with a spell, with the help of God, feed them or kill them”, and experts of
positive magic “who enchant the hens to increase egg laying and the cows to improve the quality of
their milk”, who contact the dead, “the fortune tellers”, and all those who turn to them, are in alliance
with the devil, the preacher argues, and deserve to be burnt or stoned. Didszegi also blames the courts
“who do not take care about these [cases]” (Didszegi Kis 1679, pp. 196-98).

Istvan Didszegi Kis played an important role in disseminating the decisions of the 1681 Council of
Margita. The Calvinist Council was assembled under the chairmanship of bishop Matyds Nogradi,
and, among others, decided that “sorcerers, and those who contact them, must be expelled from the
Temple”. On the request of the supreme church authorities, the topics discussed in the Council were
spread by Didszegi verbally in sermons in his ecclesia, and also in print form published in Debrecen
(TtREL, I.31.a, vol. 2, p. 526; Didszegi Kis 1682, chp. A2). The text of his “Varazslokrul valé prédikacio”
[Sermon about sorcerers] was Moses II, 22:18: “Do not allow a sorceress to live.” Conjuration, as he
explained, is a “repelling, obnoxious craftsmanship, in which, through the devil’s work, a sorcerer
does an apparently extraordinary thing with the permission of God”. The decisions of the Council
were obviously formulated under the influence of Mdtyas Nogradi; they maintained the traditional
ecclesiastical opinion that the devil and the witches could only harm people with the permission of
God, and their activity is not realistic, only “astonishing”. However, they also represented Nogradi’s
views that were strictly condemning sorcery and witchcraft. They concluded, as phrased by Didszegi,
that “Sorcery is a deadly sin ... because God says, do not allow a sorcerer to live ... because (s)he
contaminates the wakeful to death ... because a sorcerer is a spiritual fornicator [lelki pardzna] ... because
(s)he copulates with the devil ... because (s)he is excluded from the land of God”. The sorcerer should
be punished with “beating to death with stones, burning with fire, as a spiritual fornicator, and an
associate of the devil” (Didszegi Kis 1682, chp. B, B2).

To sum up, I would say that the views of the Puritans in Debrecen were not alleviated, but rather
deepened the specific duality that can be observed in the preaching tradition about witchcraft before
the era of the Puritans. The opinion that the divine providence has absolute power over the things
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of the world was maintained, just as the view that the devil and the witches can only act with the
permission of God, and that all their actions are illusory. On the other hand, the Puritans accepted the
view that the experts of traditional magical practices in folk culture, such as healers, midwives, fortune
tellers, etc., commit crimes, because they turn away from the almighty, divine providence which is
(and should remain) beyond human perception. In this sense, the Debrecen Puritans diabolized these
practices, and considered their practitioners worthy of the death penalty.

As the case of Nogradi and the disciples of Komaromi Csipkés have shown, the possibility of an
alliance between the devil and the witches itself first emerged in the views of the Puritan thinkers.
Even if they basically considered it to be phantasmagoria, they believed that it should be punished
with the death penalty because of the evil intentions of the witches and their purpose of an alliance.
With considering the alliance with the devil as a criterion of “punibilitas”, and so as a possibility,
they indeed accepted the idea of the pact.

It is not a coincidence again that from the 1680s onwards, such phrases as the “devil’s mate”,
“cum daemonibus colludens”, “diabolica cooperatio”, and even “contractus cum daemone” appear in
the accusations in Debrecen and Bihar county witchcraft trials. Therefore, Laszlé Makkai’s assumption,
according to which the number of witch trials between 1650 and 1680 decreased in Debrecen and
the judgements were less strict by the influence of the Puritans (Makkai 1981, pp. 127-28), can be
questioned based on several points. The mid-17th century, and especially the second half of it was
a particularly difficult period with many local fights and wars. It can be rightly assumed that the
reduced number of witch trials in Debrecen and Bihar county is due to the constant insecurity of life
rather than the influence of Puritanist ideas. Four witch trials are known from this period, one of them
was concluded with a death sentence; further, several defamation cases were documented. After the
Council of Margita in January 1681, chaired by Matyas Nogradi, and perhaps due to the provisions
taken against sorcerers, at least seven defendants were sentenced to death in Debrecen during the
period between May to July. All of them, except one, earned the death penalty. Four of them were
burned at the stake, one was stoned, and one was a victim of an unknown death penalty. Bishop
Nogradi died in September that year. As was mentioned earlier, between 1681 and 1740 the ratio
of death penalties were 36.58% in the town. Although this was lower than the national average,
but, concerning the town of Debrecen, it indicates a second wave of witch-hunting. Considering the
period, between 1703 and around 1727, when the puritan preacher, Gyérgy Komdromi Csipkés, and
his similarly educated son of the same name served as counts of Bihar county, the sedria [county court]
issued at least twenty death sentences. Based on these facts, I think, one should not look for attempts
to reduce persecution in Puritanist thought about witchcraft, especially as the practice of benevolent
magic was not considered less severely by the Puritan preachers than the negative one. For example,
between 1677 and 1700, ten healers, a midwife and a “seer” were found among the twenty-five accused
in Debrecen.

According to my knowledge, the last treatise in Debrecen, which discussed witchcraft and sorcery
in detail, was published in 1719. It was the work of Imre Pépai Pariz (1649-1716), was entitled Keskeny 1t
[Narrow Path], and was first published in Utrecht in 1647. It had several later print editions in Hungary
(Papai Pariz 1647; see also (Trocsanyi 1936)). Papai basically repeated the local pastor’s ordinary points
in Calvinist demonology that were discussed earlier. As he writes, the devil and the witches can only
do harm to people with the permission of God. They are, as Papai says, “tied [to the Devil] with an
alliance”, he, however, did not consider this point important enough to describe in detail. Papai seems
to have followed the local preachers’ tradition in condemning the practitioners of positive magic, too.
According to him, the fortune-tellers and the seers are in connection with the devil. “They support
each other and serve each other, the devil ... is a quick and fast soul like lightning, travels far lands
abruptly, finds the lost cattle, whispers into the ear of the seers as if (s)he is his mate thus the seer can
often tell the truth”. And finally, Papai is warning the reader: “never live in a forbidden world, not
even for a great benefit. Do not appeal to the devil or his mates, because you are going to pay with
suffer in the future” (Cited in (Trécsanyi 1936, pp. 283-85)).
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In the end of our survey of the early modern Protestant/Calvinist concepts of witchcraft in the city
of Debrecen and the surrounding Bihar county, the following conclusions can be drawn. The Reformed
Church in Hungary has indeed developed a discourse of demonology, but, due to the specific views
of Protestantism, the devil played a rather limited role in it. This discourse narrowed down Satan’s
field of activity, questioned the possibility of his physical appearance, and generally regarded his
activity and “miracles” to be a phantasmagoria. Therefore, it could not provide a proper “ground”,
neither for the idea of the devil’s pact, nor for the vision of an orgiastic witches’ sabbath. Even if
these ideas were addressed in sermons or were mentioned in connection with the criminal code,
Praxis Criminalis (Kristof 1998, pp. 41-42), they never seem to have formed a coherent and detailed
diabolic “mythology” of witchcraft as can be traced, for example in the Basque country, in French
or certain German territories, where those ideas were inspired by Catholicism and were part of the
demonological literature originating from the tradition of the Malleus maleficarum (Henningsen 1988;
Midelfort 1972, pp. 58-64; Muchembled 1978, pp. 289-340; Muchembled 1981). Thus, we may
presuppose, just as Eric Midelfort, and more recently William Monter and Stuart Clark assumed,
that this specific, limited demonology, which diabolized the practices of benevolent magic and was
prevalent in Protestant—and especially Calvinist—countries and was also present in the Calvinist
aeras of Hungary, was the reason that in these lands the witch persecution remained moderate in
the early modern period, whilst it was largely directed against the experts of benevolent magic
(Midelfort 1972, pp. 70-71; Clark 1990, pp. 45-81; Monter 1976, pp. 42-44; See also Horsley 1979).

[... ] The belief of witchcraft was still a rather widespread phenomenon in the 18th century. In the
investigated area, the city of Debrecen and the surrounding villages of Bihar county, both the accused
witches and their alleged victims can be found among peasants, craftsmen, citizens and farmers,
beggars and judges. I have found a pastor victim, and a “witch” who was the wife of a county judge.

[ ... ] The Protestant/Calvinist church throughout the entire period of the witch persecution
has strictly condemned and convicted the practitioners of positive magic, thus clearly placing their
activities within the framework of witchcraft. It is remarkable that in the investigated area, between
1575 and 1766, no less than 74 of the 303 accused witches were persons with some kind of knowledge
in everyday magic/sorcery. At this point, it seems that the idea of witchcraft corresponded in the
“official”/ecclesiastic discourse and in folk culture. In Debrecen, between 1575 and 1759, there were
127 persons accused of witchcraft, of which 54 can be regarded as some sort of expert in positive magic.
This includes 39 healers and six midwives, and another six defendants were linked to tiltos [some kind
of shamanistic] beliefs. The rest was described by the witnesses as “seers” [néz6k], fortune tellers or
“wise women/men”. In Debrecen, healers/”wise women” were present among the defendants from
the very beginning. The first “seer” and the first midwife were accused in the decades between 1610s
and 1630s.

There were only 20 persons accused of positive magic from the villages of Bihar county between
1591 and 1766: among them were six healers, seven midwives, and one tdltos; the remaining also
had some kind of magical skills (seer, fortune teller or wise women/men). The proportion of magical
experts as accused witches seems much smaller here than in Debrecen and this is certainly due to some
local social factors.” It is not easy to decide whether the sedria [county court] in Bihar county judged
less strictly or more rigorously than in Debrecen in cases of the experts of positive magic. Not all the
judgments have been left to us. I know, however, of two death penalties given to such kinds of healers
(a woman in the village of Piispoki, 1721, and another one in Nagykereki, 1723).

In the city of Debrecen, the magistrates seem to have followed the path designated by the Calvinist
Church: from the 54 accused, no less than ten healers and two midwives were sentenced to death. Thus,
approximately 22% of the representatives of positive magic received the death penalty. At the same time,
comparing the number of all the 104 judgements known to us to the number of those sentenced to

5 These are discussed in Chapter 5 of my book, see (Sz. Kristéf 2017) and also (Sz. Krist6f 2013).
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burning at the stake (32%), one may conclude that the secular court judged the activities of those
experts of benevolent magic less strictly.

Given the fact, however, that only a small number of cases are left to us, that there are no
comparable data available from other courts so far, and further, as we have seen above, that the charge
of positive magic functioned as an aggravating factor along the guidelines of Calvinist demonology,
more elaborate conclusions should wait to be drawn.
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Abstract: In 1638 Caterina di Francesco, from the town of Siena (Tuscany), was accused by the Roman
Inquisition of invoking the devil through a spell called “the white angel spell” or “the spell of the
carafe” (incantesimo della caraffa). She was interrogated, tortured and kept in and out of prison for nine
years. Despite the accusations of the witnesses being focused on her practice of love magic, specifically
her ability to bind men to “other” women rather than their wives and to help the disgruntled wives
to have their husbands back with the use of a baptised magnet, the Inquisition focused its attention
on her practice of the white angel spell, a divination spell to find lost or stolen objects with the help of
shadows seen inside the carafe. This was a well-known spell not only among all levels of Italian lay
society but also well known to the Inquisition, so much so that the 17th-century Inquisition manual
Prattica per Procedere nelle Cause del Sant’Officio lists this spell among the sortilegij qualificati: Those
spells presenting serious heretical elements. Using archival sources, this article will examine the
effects of borrowed concepts between the theological/elite and folk witchcraft traditions within a
specific case-study.

Keywords: Witchcraft; inquisition; spells; love magic; divination; sorcery

1. Introduction

The surge of European witchcraft studies characterizing the last two decades of historical research
has created a new, reinvigorated interest in the topic among Italian scholars. This, substantiated by the
opening of the Roman Inquisition archives in the 1990s, has contributed to a fresh approach to Italian
witcheraft studies.

Before this period the status of the existing Italian literature regarding witchcraft studies reflected
a sort of geographical fragmentation (Moretti 2018, p. 2). The north of the country, especially the Alpine
area, being closer to the epicenter of the origins of the mythology of the sabbat and the witch-hunt
phenomenon, has been covered abundantly by secondary sources (Olgiati 1955; Monter 1972; De
Biasio and Facile 1976; Kieckhefer 1976; Monter 1976; Muraro 1976; Cardini 1979; Mazzali 1988; Martin
1989; Ginzburg 1990, 1991; Portone 1986; Marcaccioli Castiglioni 1999; Nardon 1999; Ostero et al. 1999;
Kieckhefer 2000; Ankarloo and Clark 2002a, 2002b; Behringer 2004, pp. 57-63; Duni 2007; Kieckhefer
2006; Levack 2006, p. 4761; Panizza 1997, pp. 95-126; Lavenia 2015).

The rest of the country less so and more randomly (Tedeschi 1986; Moretti 2018, pp. 2-7).

Allin all, the existing research has covered witchcraft in connection to other more orthodox and
broader topics such as the interaction between witchcraft and medicine in early modern Italy and the
importance of so-called witches in providing medical care and sometimes psychological support to
those people who could not afford official medical care (Coltro 1983; Cardini 1989; Parinetto 1991;
Gentilcore 1992; Gentilcore 1998; Cardini 2000; Pazzini 2001; Gentilcore 2004; Zucca 2004; Gentilcore
2008; Weber 2011; Corsi 2013; Lavenia 2014); the relationship between inquisitorial, episcopal and
secular tribunals possessing jurisdiction over witchcraft and operating in the same geographical
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and political areas (Deutscher 1991; Del Col 1998; Black 2009; Deutscher 2013; Lavenia 2001; Trenti
2003; Lavenia 2015; Lavenia 2012; Caffiero 2015, pp. 33-66) and the role of the Roman Inquisition in
maintaining this relationship with other tribunals (Romeo 1990; Prosperi 1996; Tavuzzi 2007; D’Errico
2012). Perhaps the most popular field among Italian historians—touching witchcraft obliquely—is
the study of the Inquisition as an institution and its modus operandi in the handling of witchcraft
cases among all other cases (Seitz 2001; Messana 2007). The most extensive and up to date scholarly
publication on the history of the Roman Inquisition in the Italian peninsula, from its origin to its
contemporary version, was carried out by Del Col (2006). Last but not least and worth mentioning, is
the extensive corpus of scholarly publications regarding Italian witchcraft in the context of Renaissance
natural and high magic (Walker 1958; Lavenia 2012; Montesano 2018).

Despite the large number of publications of which but a short list was given above, an opus
magnum listing all the known witchcraft archives and relative trials region by region remains to be done.
A survey of all the primary sources and their status—catalogued, published or neither—their location
and accessibility with maps indicating the density of witchcraft trials similar to what Larner (1981) did
for the Scottish witchcraft trials, would be a powerful tool for the understanding of witchcraft in Italy.
Comparative analyses of the different typologies of Italian witchcraft would also be welcome. In this
respect, the author’s doctoral thesis wants to be one of the first steps in filling this gap (Kieckhefer
2006; Moretti 2018).

One of the most debated witchcraft-topics in the extant Italian literature is the historic argument
regarding the trustworthiness of the trial documents as primary sources for the understanding of
witchcraft in popular beliefs. Following the publication of his seminal work I Benandanti (The Night
Battles: Witchcraft and Agrarian Cults in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries) (Ginzburg 1966),
where in his research on the benandanti he applied the microhistorical approach which he would
develop a few years later in his other historical best seller Il Formaggio e i vermi (The Cheese and
the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth-century Mille) (Ginzburg 1976), historian Carlo Ginzburg
affirmed that the trial records produced by ecclesiastic and secular tribunals could be compared to
anthropologists” work-notes recording fieldwork performed a century ago (Ginzburg 1989, p. 156). He
believed that the trials from Friuli have an extraordinary ethnographical importance. The inquisitors,
to get to the “truth”, recorded not only the words of their prisoners, but also gestures, silences and
reactions almost as imperceptible as sudden blushing, and in reading them Ginzburg felt almost to be
there, standing behind the shoulders of these inquisitors, spying on them and, as them, hoping to hear
the accused talking of their secret beliefs. Ginzburg’s theory was criticised by many, mostly by Italian
historian Andrea Del Col.

Del Col forcefully cautioned historians dealing with the inquisitorial documents to keep a critical
and cautious attitude. He explained that to be able to use these documents correctly it is essential to
know the organisation, competence and the procedure of the organisation producing them. He rightly
pointed out that the questions to be asked are how much these inquisitorial trials truly reflect how
the interrogations happened in reality and how much they truly reflect the ideas of the inquisitors
and the defendants. To be able to answer these questions, the documents need to be studied within
their social and cultural contexts but also within the political and religious agenda of the organisation
creating them. These trial documents cannot be seen as a verbatim report of the interrogation or as a
recording made by a tape recorder. They were written down by notaries who had to understand the
local dialect spoken by the defendants and sometimes interpret concepts not familiar to them or to the
judges. Most importantly the judges, differently from anthropologists were not truly interested in the
defendants’ cultural background or beliefs (Del Col 1984, pp. 32—44; Nardon 1999, pp. 8-11).

Of course, these documents were heavily biased by the education, culture and personal agenda of
the judges and inquisitors. Although very little analysed, the personality and culture of the individual
inquisitor ended up having a fundamental importance in the trial proceedings. During the trials the
defendants would get familiar with and influenced by the theological and personal interpretations
given to magic and witchcraft by the judges (Keenan 1940; Bailey 2001) and they would include and
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absorb the judges’ narrative into their own narratives which presents also some elements of their own
folklore, beliefs and myths. On their part the judges would use their own experiences and what they
have learnt of popular magic and witchcraft during the trials to write new manuals which will form
the judicial educations of new judges and inquisitors creating “a circle of borrowed concepts” (Moretti
2018, p. 36).

The author believes that the confrontation of Del Col/Nardon’s approach and Ginzburg’s approach
shows that their academic argument has a very important common element that cannot be ignored:
as biased as the trial records might be, they are—together with material culture—still the closest and
most direct records we possess of popular culture and beliefs at a specific point in time. And, although
they give us “hardly a direct look at the views of the people questioned [ ... ] it is by far the closest
access we have” (Lansing 2003, p. 90), and even if not strictly the truth, what was recorded in the trials
had to be somewhat credible, and therefore acceptable, by the cultural parameters and understanding
of the specific time in question (Moretti 2018, p. 38).

Following also the more recent focus on the inner lives and self-narratives of self-proclaimed
witches/magic practitioners/cunning folks or those accused of magic/witchcraft practices connected to
the history of emotions and selfhood currently characterising English speaking witchcraft studies and
literature (Gaskill 2001; Gaskill 2008; Bever 2013; Kounine and Ostling 2017; Kounine 2018), the aim of
this paper is to give a clear example on how, if read carefully and within the relevant context, some
trials documents and inquisitorial documents can truly provide a glimpse—albeit minimalistic—on the
perceptions and concepts of witchcraft beliefs from both the accused and the inquisitor and the more
general cultural background within which these witchcraft beliefs and traditions were developed.

Many are the voices the historian hears and the recovery of the unbiased fragments of history
from these voices can prove difficult. The essential job of the historian is to allocate those voices to the
right cultural and social environment, and place them in their own context (Moretti 2018, p. 28). For
this reason, the author of this paper will leave the accused, accusers and the authorities to unravel the
story themselves.

2. The Siena Inquisition

The case study presented in this paper sits at the centre of the newly reinvigorating spur of studies
caused by the opening of the Roman Inquisition archive in the 1990s (Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei
1998, 2000). Specifically, the witchcraft documents covered in this paper come from the Inquisition
archive of Siena in Tuscany. The Roman Inquisition was established in Siena in 1570. The jurisdiction
of the Sienese Inquisition included a geographical area bigger than the territories of the old republic of
Siena (Di Simplicio 2000, pp. 17-24).

This archive was transferred to Rome in 1911 and it was re-discovered after the sensational opening
of the archives of the Holy Office (Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith) held by the Vatican,
between 1991 and 1998. The archive of the Inquisition of Siena is almost intact and covers approximately
two hundred years, from 1580 to 1780. The entirety of this archive has allowed researchers to use its
records to generate statistics of all sorts (shifting balances between types of prosecutions, gender of
those prosecuted, urban versus rural offenders and so forth) from the mid-16th century to the late-18th
century (Moretti 2018, p. 13). Examples of this approach are the outstanding works of the two leading
experts on the archive of Siena: Di Simplicio (1999, 2000, 2005, 2009) and Nyholm Kallestrup (2015a,
2015b).

Witchcraft in Siena and its surroundings was a very simple concept. The maleficium was the main
element. People were only concerned with the damage a witch could inflict on somebody rather than
the demonic aspect of a witch. As result of this perception, the sabbat is extremely marginal in the
Sienese archive. Of hundreds of people involved in the accusations and trials, nobody ever accused
a witch of having a pact with the devil and of flying to the sabbat. Of eighty-one trials carried out
between 1580 and 1666, only seven produced confessions of ten women who admitted participating
in the sabbat. Seven of them admitted going to the sabbat only after torture and one was delirious
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with fever when she confessed but changed her confession after recovering from her illness. Only two
women confessed “spontaneously” without torture (Di Simplicio 2000, p. 305). The invocation of
the devil is in many cases a personal, innocent act of desperation or rebellion which does not present
malevolent intent or, to a certain extent, predetermination (Moretti 2018, p. 120). Generally speaking,
the Siena confessions are quite far from the amazingly elaborated tales of the sabbat of other European
countries, rich in adoration of the devil, copulation with demons and cannibalism (Hutton 2017).
Somehow, everyday people in Siena and surroundings were not interested in the devil or his relation
with the witch. They were only concerned with the damage a witch could cause to their children,
family, animals and harvest (Moretti 2018, p. 23). From the archive of Siena it is possible to understand
that fear of maleficium was endemic and mainly coming from the lower groups of society, and it appears
that the crime of maleficium is a “neighbourhood” crime, a crime that will be attributed to those people
who will not conform to the standardised archetypical village behaviour (Briggs 2002, pp. 12-19,
77-79).

The full spectrum of witchcraft cases present in this archive has allowed the identification of at
least five typologies of magical practices: (1) Love magic; (2) therapeutic/healing magic; (3) divinatory
magic; (4) malevolent magic; (5) invocation of the devil.l

The case study analysed here falls in the typology of love magic and divinatory magic.

3. The Case

A very popular sortilegium in the New State of Siena was the spell of the carafe
(incantesimofesperimento della caraffa) which provided insight into stolen or lost objects and money. From
the testimonies in other archival records, it seems in fact that this spell was also very popular in Venice
and its domains, Bologna and very likely in the rest of Italy as well (Fioni 1992; Duni 2003).

On the 16th of October 1638, a disgruntled and rather upset wife presented a heart-felt accusation
to the Inquisition tribunal of Siena. The accusation was carried out against “some loose/indecent
women”. Her husband, by his own admission, misbehaved towards her—by cheating on her and
ignoring her—because he was a victim of bewitchment. In her rage-filled accusation, the wife did
not question her husband’s justification of his behaviour but instead she created a very convincing
background, depicting him as the ultimate victim. She tells us:

Father, my husband, called [ ... ] is not giving me peace: he cannot stay with me and he does
not want to see me, nor does he want to engage in any conjugal relations. And all this is
caused by a connection he has with a certain woman called [ ... ], and this woman together
with [ ... ] and Caterina Caponero, all three of them living in Siena in different locations,
and they are known to be witches (the exact words used are maliarde and streghe). They have
put a spell on him (the exact words used are ammaliato, affascinato, fatturato) and I know this
because my husband himself told me when I complained of his ill behaviours towards me:
leaving me to go to dirty whores, making me suffer but treating them well. He told me he
cannot help himself, every time he tries to cut this connection and leave them, he feels like
dying, dying in his heart, he cannot live nor be at peace without them and he is forced to go
to them and do everything they tell him to do and they make him run to them.

(Moretti 2018, pp. 132-33).2

The wife carried out a double accusation: One, of the women having an affair with her husband and the
other one, of the woman who provided the “other women” with evil love spells to bind the adulterous

To see the differences between the author’s typologies and the typologies identified by Di Simplicio and Nyholm Kallestrup
see (Moretti 2018, p. 120).

2 Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (ACDF) Archivium Inquisitionis Senensis, (Cause 1638-1646) 1, fos. 1-68; transcribed
and translated by DM. The document transcribed is a copy of the trial itself: This means that it was for Caterina and her
defense and it presents some lacunae, especially the names of the witnesses intentionally left out by the notary.
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man. What follows indicates an ambivalent and troubled relationship between the betrayed wife and
the woman providing the evil, binding love spells:

This woman mentioned above [ ... ] uses the help of Caterina called Caponero, mentioned
above, she lives in Salicotto,® she is more or less fifty years old and she is the one who
does maleficia. (Moretti 2018, p. 133)

Almost in the same breath she affirms:

I can confirm this (that Caterina practices maleficia) as a while ago, lamenting to her that my
husband [ ... ] does not want to see me, he does not love me, he does not appreciate me, he
beats me up and he never stays in the house with me, she (Caterina) said: “leave it to me. I
will make sure that your husband will not be able to be with other woman but you”. After
that, she told me that she has bound him. (Moretti 2018, p. 133)

What we can understand from this first accusation is that our Caterina di Francesco known
as Caterina Caponero was a middle-aged woman who lived in the Salicotto district of the town of
Siena—an infamous district because it was favoured by prostitutes as a working and living location.
Caterina was well known in Salicotto and other parts of Siena for practicing sorcery, love spells and
magic bindings, for keeping bad company, favouring prostitutes and ultimately for being a woman of
dubious and evil character—a loose woman. This last point makes sense if placed within the broader
narrative related to prostitution and magical practices. It was rather normal for a practitioner of
magic and sorcery in Early Modern Italy—and Europe—to have favoured prostitutes: they were good
customers and represented good financial revenues for the practitioner. It was also rather normal for
prostitutes to be practitioners of magic themselves. Their livelihood depended on their capacity to
retain clients at all costs.

Caterina’s situation appears frequently among the alleged witches ending up in front of the
inquisitorial tribunals. Very often their status is that of “loose women” with no husbands, families
or connections to support them in a society where female roles are extremely limited and censored
(Ruggiero 1993, p. 25; Brown and Davis 1998; Bever 2002, pp. 955-88). In Siena, like Bologna, Venice
and Modena for example, love magic was connected to prostitution (Zaffanella 2008, pp. 105-17). Love
magic was not only an attempt to keep clients or attract more clients, it was also a way to supplement
their income, and maybe, as stated by Scully (1995, p. 858) “witchcraft was a role available to women
to manage their lives, operating as individual players on the social stage” although, on the basis of the
testimonies above, it seems they choose this path only because they had no other choice (Moretti 2018,
p. 138).

From the documents it seems that Caterina’s most profitable “work” was indeed love magic,
specifically her ability to bind men to “other” women rather than their wives and to help the wives to
have their husbands back with the use of a baptized magnet. Clearly, she had a brain for good business.

An example of her profitable love magic comes from the accusing wife:

To make sure that her work was a success and to make sure my husband would love me,
she sold me a piece of white magnet. She told me to touch my husband with it, and that I
would keep it in my mouth while kissing him. Although Caterina Caponero sold the magnet
to me, I never used it. I have heard from many people whose names I cannot recall, that
this woman Caterina Caponero keeps under the capezzale* of the bed many strings to bind
men with and other things to make maleficia. She has not only bound and put a spell on my
husband, but also (on) a certain [ ... ] who tried to stop this connection (to practice sexual
intercourse) with her [ ... ] but ultimately he cannot because he is saying he is spell-bound
by her. (Moretti 2018, p. 133)

An area of Siena.
4 A thin, rectangular and narrow cushion to elevate the real pillow to a more comfortable position. Not much in use today.
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This is not the first time that Caterina is accused of love magic. The same disgruntled wife
accusing her above, spontaneously appeared in front of the tribunal, at the suggestion of her confessor,
to denounce some of her practices concerning the Holy Office—for which the confessor would not
absolve her. The event took place eight years previously:

I came in front of the Holy Office because of the ill behaviour my husband had toward me,
for the habit of drinking and getting involved with a certain prostitute called [ ... ] and
others [ ... ] with whom he had connections and because of this he could not have marital
relations, he could not stay at home and he told me he could not help it going there [ ...

], (I) lamented this to [ ... | who lived [ ... ] and is now dead, she suggested to me to do
something about my husband and she mentioned Caterina Caponero, and she (Caterina)
treated him. She brought to me a piece of stone as big as a cecerchia,® grey or white-ish in
colour, which she told me to be a baptised magnet. She said that if I put it in water I would
have seen the stars and I would have recognised the moon. She also told me that when in
bed with my husband, I had to put the magnet in my mouth and kiss him. In this way he
would love me again. We kept this affair quite between me and her and no other person
heard of it and I think I gave her [ ... ] as reward, because I did not have any money but
I decided not to do anything with all this so I threw itin the [ ... ] and I was almost dead
and shaken with fear, this not being the right way to do proper things, and I was almost
dead and this [ ... ] told me that Caterina Caponero knew how to do those things and it is
publically known that to her will go all those people that want to do maleficia or other things
connected with binding and love. I presented myself in front of the Holy Inquisition also
because beforeI[ ... ] the above mentioned magnet [ ... ] lamented to Caterina Caponero,
above mentioned, and she said: “leave it with me, I will make it that your husband will not
be able to have intercourses with women other than you” and she said afterwards that she
bound him and (she) wanted him to love (me) and [ ... ] sold me a piece of white magnet [
... ] baptised and with this I should touch [ ... ] and I should keep it in my mouth when [
... ]kissed and [ ... | him, I don’t remember what I told him [ ... ] in truth nothing because
he seemed to understand [ ... ], because she was also a healer [ ... ] Caterina said she made
herself the strings to bind these men and she would put them inside the cushions of these
men when she could, and then she put ours (?) in the cushion, and if she could not go to
those men’s houses she would put the strings inside her pillow. I have heard the same things
said by many other people but I don’t remember exactly who but if necessary I could tell
those things to Catherina’s face, but, when we did our business and when she gave me the
magnet, nobody was present ... . (Moretti 2018, p. 136)

The tradition of love magic is of course ancient and wide spread (Luck 1985; O'Neil 1987; Wilson
2000) among the earliest Italian trials for sorcery, love magic and potions were the most obvious
(Montesano 2018, pp. 186-90). The traditional use of the magnet in love magic but also in spells to
attract money, success and power, is well attested in Early Modern Italy as seen in Tedesco’s (2016)
article on the use of baptized magnets in Italian Inquisition trials.

In this case study, both the accuser and the accused describe in detail how the spell of the
magnet worked.

When the cheating husband was asked about Caterina he said:

I'have heard things of Caterina Caponero from the Nigra called corvuccia, they are neighbours
in Salicotto, and it seems they heal people and this is said by everybody but I do not remember
who told me precisely. Sometimes I have been in the house of Caterina Caponero and I have

5 Very likely to be cicerchia: Lathyrus sativus.
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heard other people [ ... | saying that this Caterina could heal all illnesses, for this [ ... ], but I
have never observed or saw Caterina doing or saying incantations ... . (Moretti 2018, p. 133)

So Caterina’s fame seems to be well attested in the neighbourhood and the witness seems to be
well acquainted with her. So much so that the cheating husband informs us:

I'had experienced this (sexual) impediment not only with my wife, but with other women as
well. I could not do it with anybody but the above mentioned women, with whom I would
eat and drink together and with said [Caterina] of whom people said she was an enchantress.
This was a while ago but I do not remember who I talked to about this. (Moretti 2018, p. 134)

In this passage it is possible to see the social role played by Caterina within her neighbourhood.
It is publicly known that she is an enchantress, maliarda, practising love magic and healing and it
is publicly known that she partakes of the company of loose women and her way of life is clearly
upsetting some of her neighbours.

From Caterina’s defence against the accusations of practicing love magic we can understand the
deep social connection, interaction between the accusers and accused of witchcraft. The people in
question knew each other and were involved socially with each other. If one was to interpret this
connection in modern terms one would refer to a love-triangle badly managed. In Early Modern terms,
the interpretation is more complexed and multi layered.

Caterina denied of course practicing love magic or magic in general. When asked directly she
tells us:

No, I cannot do it (sorcery on men) nor do I know anybody able to do any sorcery to men
or women so that they cannot have intercourse; these things against me are all lies of birri®
because this man birro and his wife Isabella (Isabetta) have ill feelings towards me as I have
already said. And Busciati of [ ... ]is gone looking for women to testify against me and friar
Giuseppe of St Martin persuaded them to be interviewed against me. The inspector told
me in my house in front of my old mother while I was burning up, almost 20 hours with
fever, last month of June and July. He came to check on me as I was just out of prison [ ... ]
Busciati (spoke) with Caterina, wife of one from Fiorenzuola whose name I do not remember.
She lives in the Chiasso of Anella in Salicotto and has a child called Matthia. Caterina herself
was in my house soon after I was out of here (Holy Office prisons), only my old mother was
present, she was coming here to help out. She told me that Busciati asked her if she knew
if I did something dodgy and to tell him and he would refer it to the Holy Office without
revealing her name. (Moretti 2018, p. 137)

She is clearly a person considered uncomfortable by some of her neighbours because of her
practices which herself explains to the inquisitor when asked:

I'healed many country folks, sbirri and whores of illnesses, in specific Monte Lupi and his
wife who was mad and ran out once naked in the square and so did her sister. Just before
I'was due to re-enter the prison, I met with Monte Lupi’s wife, near the door of Mr [ ... ]
Bandini. She told me she was afflicted by solaggine (maybe heat stroke) and she asked me if I
could give her a remedy for it. While I was treating the wife of Monte Lupi, called Maria, she
moaned about problems with her husband. I told her that for those problems I could give
her a white magnet which was given to me by Livia, for which I paid nine lire. My confessor
told me to get rid of it but I did not get rid of it so Maria could have it if she wanted it and
she should keep it in a certain way as I was told by Livia. (ibidem)

6 Sbirrifbirrifbirro: ante litteram police force.
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As not constituting a heretic practice, her work as a local healer seems to be irrelevant in the
accusations and the inquisitor does not pursue it and refocus Caterina’s attention on the love magic.
So Caterina carries on:

This accusation comes from Elisabetta, wife of Mercurio sbirro. She sent two friars to my
place to search the house and they told me that I was making a woman suffer and for this
I should show them a capezzale where I was sleeping. I told them to go ahead and if they
wanted me to open the capezzale, I would do so. They accused me of performing a binding
on a man, making his wife suffer and thinking they were referring to Mercurio and Isabella, I
told them: don’t you think that if I knew how to bind him I would have done it already so he
would marry me instead than punishing me. (Moretti 2018, p. 138)

Her logic is rock-solid and explicit. It also implies bitterness for a better life she could not have
despite trying everything to have it and for a man she would never have: a love triangle and a social
situation surprisingly common in the Inquisition trials related to witchcraft.

Caterina’s implied self-narrative is however not heard and it is dismissed because it is not the
magic spell per se to be the problem. It is the heretical act of baptizing an object to be used in a magic
spell that ultimately will cost her freedom.

From St Augustine (Keenan 1940) onwards “for sorcery to fall under the purview of inquisitors, it
had to manifest heresy, which generally meant the involvement of demons” (Bailey 2001).

For this reason, the accusations of love magic against Caterina Caponero are followed with
accusations of divination. Or rather, the inquisitor questioning both accusers and accused focuses on
those magical activities which would make Caterina guilty of heretical practices (Rosi 1898, pp. 10-25).

Her fame for the practice of the white Angel spell or spell of the carafe is widespread and three
women testify against her.

The first one is Agnese. She is not only a witness but she is also implicated because she has
done the spell herself. Her testimony is really important because it shows how much the spell of the
carafe was popular in Siena and how it was connected to the presence of the devil in the carafe. She
introduces herself saying: “My name is [Agnese], I live here in Siena and I am a cortiggiana, a whore
that is”. (Moretti 2018, p. 140).

Asked if she knew the reason why she was called here at the Holy Office and why she was
interrogated she said she can imagine that it was because approximately a month ago, the person
living above her lost some objects and she did the spell of the carafe to find what was lost.

Asked to explain this “experiment”, this practice of the carafe, she said:

I'sent somebody to get some holy water from the Duomo in a carafe. I put the carafe with the
holy water on top of a table then I took and lit a holy candle from the candelora and then I
asked the daughter of [ ... ] to say some words which are: White Angel, Black Angel, for my
virginity, for my purity, tell me the truth, what is true, who has taken ... . (ibidem)

Asked by the inquisitor if she had carried out the same experiment after that time she said:

I did it one other time before that one, when I was a child of seven or eight years old. Caterina
called Caponero of Salicotto from [ ... ] made me do it. These things we have learnt from [
... ]I have never done it after these two times.

During her interview she blames Caterina for her bad ways:

I'would like to repent with all my heart in the presence of God and I wish I could go back
and undo what was done and I ask great penance and I am bitter and the Holy Office should
punish that woman who taught me this, I have named her many times during the exam,
she is Caterina called Caponero, she lives in Siena in the neighborhood of Salicotto, parish
of St Martin, she is a tertiary of St Francis. She made me do the carafe for a woman called
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[Clementia] who lives in Siena and she made me ... [two words have been penned out] and
she did not want me to tell about this to [anybody] because, I believe it was an evil thing.
(Moretti 2018, p. 141)

Asked by the inquisitor if she saw anything in the carafe she said: ‘I do not remember seeing men in
the carafe but black things which scared me and I fell sick for fourteen months after that’.

This is of course what the inquisitor was waiting for and from now on he tries to feed her responses
although Agnese maintains her own ground explaining a little of her beliefs. When the inquisitor
asked her what black things she saw she replied: ‘I saw some things with horns and I believed it was
the devil but they [Caterina and the others] stopped me and moved me away from there’ (Moretti 2018,
p. 142).

Asked by the inquisitor if she believed she was doing these orations to the devil she said:

I believe that we do these orations, invocations and reverences to the black Angels and to
the white Angels whom I believe they all are in Paradise as I have seen it represented in the
Duomo and the other churches. (ibidem)

This is a controversial statement and the inquisitor tries to lead Agnese in the right direction asking her
if the black angels seen in the carafe had horns but she confirms: ‘No my Lord and I venerate the black
Angels as much as the white Angels because I think they all are from Paradise (ibidem).

With a more direct approach the inquisitor asks if she ever considered the black thing with horns
she saw to actually be the devil and not a good Angel and she finally concedes:

[... ]Irecognize that also during that second time with that carafe we adored and invocated
the devil and that we reverenced him to be able to know who had stolen [ ... ]I did itand I
repent and I ask God for forgiveness as I know I did wrong. (ibiden)

She was eight years old when she did it the first time for Caterina Caponero. The second time she
did the experiment of the carafe, it was before she was called to appear in front of the Holy Office so
she had known this spell for all her adult life, accepting to a certain extent the negative implications
of the spell but also understanding very well the necessity to cross the invisible line of what is good
and pious into a darker territory for the success of the act performed: The recovery of material goods
essential for survival. She has clearly seen the representations of angels and demons in the Duomo and
she seems to imply that she understands that even demons were created in heaven therefore as useful
as much as the angels in carrying out requests outside the sphere of human capability and power.

The second witness, Maria, tells us that two years after she was robbed by a man, a woman told
her to consult Caterina to find the stolen object. Maria reluctantly accepted to have Caterina’s help and
goes to her house but she did not stay long because “I did not want to go up because I was hearing
around that certain things could have been seen in the carafe” (Moretti 2018, p. 142). She did not see
anything in the carafe because in the end she left before the conclusion of the spell. As payment for her
help Maria would give bread and wine when Caterina went to visit her.

Cecilia’s story, the third witness, is similar to Maria’s. She had some objects stolen more than
twenty years ago. Seeing her desperate some people suggested to her to seek the help of Caterina
who could see in the carafe who took the stolen objects. She was not sure this was a good idea as she
was told that Caterina was an evil woman and she was worried that her own husband would find
out she frequented such a woman and would beat her up. She went anyway to Caterina’s house and
when there:

we went upstairs and entered a room without a bed and from what I remember it could
have been a living room, and here we found with Caterina [Agnese] who, at the time, was a
young girl of seven or eight years, together with other four or five young girls not known to
me and I do not know who they were or what their names were, and I found that on top
of a table there was a carafe full of water and [ ... ] looked inside the carafe and I do not
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know what she said and I cannot recall if she was on her knees or crouched, I only know
that in the end she said “Jesus Maria! I see a man and a woman; one is lifting the chest lid
and the other takes the stuff out and then puts back the lid”. Caterina told me to look for
myself and I did look but I did not say anything as I only saw my shadow and I did say to
Caterina I only saw my shadow and I told her that I wanted to go away because I had left [
... ] and it was the end of July or first day of August, I don’t remember, and it was morning,
approximately twelve o’clock, and maybe she [ ... ] gave Caterina an offerand [ ... ]I don’t
remember giving Caterina anything on that day but when she was coming at my place I
would give her food and wine. And I remember even more: after the carafe Caterina told me
the (stolen) stuff was nearby my house because those (thieves) seen in the carafe were not
moving anywhere but they were sitting on the chest and I should send the authority right
away and I asked: to whom should I send the authority and Caterina said: “to those you
have closer to you and to those you think they are of [ ... ]. And I think I really did see them
[... ]those, of whom I was suspicious, those who, after falling in misery came to ask for
forgiveness for robbing me. But I did not mentioned them to Caterina and I told her I did not
want to send him [policeman] to [ ... ], and she replied that I did not really care to have my
stuff back and for this I should confess myself as it is a mortal sin (to lie?) and I did confess
to the Father of our order of [ ... | and he questioned me if I did see anything. I told him no
and he replied [ ... ] over their conscience and he gave me the absolution and I do not recall
anything else.

This testimony is important because it would prove the belief in Caterina Caponero’s ability of
divining through the spell of the carafe and the belief in the results of the spell itself but it is also
testimony to the almost natural, everyday recurrence of magical thinking in Early Modern society.

As explained by Bailey (2001, p. 969) “After healing and warding off disease, the discovery of
theft and the subsequent divination of the guilty party, or simply the location of a lost item if no theft
was involved, were among the standard uses of common magic”.

The spell of the white Angel and the carafe full of water was indeed well known and its use
widespread in Italy across all levels of society. Even one of the most famous courtesans of Renaissance
Italy—Veronica Franco, queen of the Venetian courtesans, loved by everybody and able to entertain
the future king of France Henry III in 1574—was accused of witchcraft in 1580, for allegedly doing the
spell of the white Angel to identify the person who had stolen goods from her house looking into a
vase/flask (inchistara) full of water to which she freely admitted (Ruggiero 1993, p. 46).

In what is probably the most used inquisitorial manual in Italy, the Prattica per procedere nelle cause
del Sant’Officio—a hand-written book in vulgar Italian dating to the first half of the 17th century based
on the famous Instructio pro formandis processibus in causis strigam, sortilegiorum et maleficiorum, this spell
is listed among the sortilegij qualificati, those spells presenting serious heretical elements:

Prostitutes [ ... ] practice the sortilegium of the carafe using virgin children, virgin spinsters
or pregnant women, making them recite Holy Angel, White Angel, for your sanctity and my
purity—and for the pregnant women the “virginity I have inside me”. Often these spinsters
and pregnant women said to have seen a figure or a shadow of some sort appearing inside
the carafe which is interrogated to find stolen goods, hidden treasures or to know the future [
... . (D’Errico 2008, p. 169; Moretti 2018, p. 144)

This is a well-known spell not only among all levels of Italian lay society but also well known to
the Inquisition. In the eyes of the authorities, the ability to summon demons to reveal the thieves or to
find lost goods implies a pact—implicit or explicit—with the devil. This is the reason why Caterina’s
accusers are questioned relentlessly.

Caterina herself is repeatedly interviewed with regard to this spell during the nine years of
investigation while in and out of prison. During her interviews she mostly confirms her age—over
fifty years old—that she is a spinner sometimes making extra money selling beddings and she is a
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tertiary of St Francis. This job, among others, was common during the Renaissance and Early Modern
period in Italy.

When she is told about the testimonies against her, she admits knowing Agnese but she denies
doing the experiment of the carafe with her or anybody else. When made aware of Agnese’s testimony
she says: “So it is because of that big whore that I am here”.

Asked by the inquisitor about her connection to this prostitute she says: “I see her passing in front
of my house all the time wearing a plumage (head gear) and a whore dress and for this particular, I
have recognized her” (Moretti 2018, p. 144).

Again, from a social history point of view, this is a very important piece of information because
from the end of the Middle Ages and throughout the Renaissance, prostitutes were required by
legislation to wear specific clothing which would identify them as prostitutes and separate them from
respectable women.

The inquisitor requests a face to face confrontation between Agnese and Caterina, with the former
recognizing Caterina and Caterina refusing to recognize her and just saying: “I did nothing and I told
the truth” (Moretti 2018, p. 145).

Refusing to recognize some of the witnesses and refusing to admit practicing the spell of the
carafe, Caterina is forced in a face to face confrontation with Clementia, but she still denies knowing
her. Only after the insistence and threats from the inquisitor Caterina tells the truth:

Father, it is true that I did the carafe for this woman, but I was young then and I did not have
a brain, it was probably twenty-two or twenty-three years ago, I learnt it from a woman from
Rome who is now dead, from her I heard the prayer [ ... |; she was robbed of some things so
she did the experiment and in a large group of young girls we went to see her and there I
heard this [ ... ] she said and it was: “Jesus, Mary make me find my stuff”. For now I cannot
remember well but I will think about itand Iwilldo [ ... ] being called. (ibidem)

Asked to explain in detail the experiment/spell of the carafe Caterina said:

I'have done the experiment of the carafe and I did it this way: I prepared [ ... ] a carafe of
holy water and I put it on an empty table, I put the carafe near the effigy of the Virgin Mary
and I also took two leaves of holy olive and a holy candle. Ilit the candle and I attached it to
the table and then Agnese said: “beautiful Angel, white Angel, holy Angel, for your sanctity,
for your purity, for my virginity, tell me the truth, who did this?” And the above mentioned,
the one who confronted me this morning at your Lordship’s bidding looked at the carafe
and said those words [ ... | many times, the above-mentioned Agnese saw in the carafe [
... Jthedevil [ ... ] and I learnt this experiment from a woman from Rome called Cecilia,
she was a courtesan who died a sudden death (?) and I learnt it because I used to live near
her and I used to visit her. I saw her doing this experiment of the carafe because she was
robbed of some of her stuff by some men, one of her boys, more [ ... ] looked into the carafe,
there were present a certain Lucretia Ferrarini a prostitute now dead, the woman [ ... ]in the
converted (the converted were men and women who joined a convent, wore the religious
garments but they did not take the vows. They would usually do the more humble jobs) of
Bologna. When I did it for Clementia, the country peasant confronting me the day before
yesterday, there were present Clementia herself, her friend (?) Petra, but only Agnese was
kneeling down. (ibidem)

Asked her if she taught the experiment to Agnese she said: “Yes it is true that I taught her to say
black Angel white Angel”.

Asked to explain what does she means in calling the black angel and the white angel she said:
“With the words black Angel I meant to call the devil”.

Asked to explain the sanctity attributed to the black angel she said:
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In this case we give the devil the title (?) of saint and sanctity, even if I know the devil is no
saint, just so he can reveal to us who the thief is. I was aware that in doing the action of the
carafe we were adoring the devil and that it was a sin. I do not remember telling Clementia
that it was a sin but I do remember well telling Agnese when she came to pray when I did the
experiment of the carafe for Clementia. Having learnt how to do it from Cecilia and having
heard Cecilia saying many bad things while she was doing the carafe, I told Agnese it was a
sin and she asked me please to do it and to teach her to do it because Clementia was poor.
Agnese herself brought the carafe with the holy water into my house and we did it because
the abovementioned Clementia was robbed of certain things but I did not ask her what.

Asked her if she thought it legitimate to invoke demons she said:

I do not think it is legitimate, in fact I do believe it is a sin, but back then I did think it was
legitimate because I did not think I was doing evil. I believed that to be able to know who
the thief was, it was legitimate to do everything possible and I believed that the devils spoke
and revealed where and who took the robbed stuff.

This passage is extremely important to understand Caterina’s beliefs—and those others practicing
the same spell or any another spell invoking the devil—regarding the reality of the devil: The devil is
subordinate to her, it is a means to get what is needed and wanted. She needs a supernatural power to
help her out and it does not really matter if it is God, an angel, a saint or the devil, as long as she is able
to cope with the hardship of her life.

This spell was certainly part of her status within the social milieu of Salicotto because she tells us:

It would be probably over twenty-one years ago I did the carafe for Clementia. I did not do
the carafe again and I did not teach it to anybody else. It is true that [ went around the streets
saying: Ladies, I know how to do the carafe in the Roman way and I laughed. But I was
not telling how to do it. For this reason Cecilia, the Roman woman sent a friend of hers to
beat me up and he wounded me in the head; another woman [ ... ] told me that these things
cannot be said but then I had very little brain, being at that time still (young).

Her fame spanned two decades and it was widespread within her neighborhood. Caterina herself
spread the word around and people clearly made use of her love magic, divination and healing.

The trial document does not tell us the punishment Caterina suffered, but a letter of the inquisitor
from Rome—Giulio Roma—to the inquisitor of Siena—Francesco Sertorio da Castel Fidardo—regarding
this case and dated Rome 24 February 1647 says:

Reverend father, you must submit Caterina Caponero to more torture pro ulteriori veritate
usu, conplicibus et intentiones. 1f she keeps to her ways, before the abjure de vehementi, she
must be flogged without taking in consideration the unmarried niece.” Agnese must stay
inter missarum solemnia at the church door with a lit candle in her hand and must abjure de
levi in secret. Clementia and Maria must be discharged with admonitions and beneficial
penitence. This is what the council of the Holy Office have agreed upon. May God keep you.
(Di Simplicio 2009, Letter 999, p. 275—Translated from Italian to English by DM)

This is a severe sentence compared to our modern context and parameters, considering the
nine-year period for the duration of the trial. If, however, we put this sentence in an Early Modern
context and more specifically within an inquisitorial context—we see how Caterina did indeed tick all
the boxes to be accused of heresy and apostasy.

7 Alleged witches with unmarried daughters or other female relatives would get punished in secret to prevent the “witchcraft”

stigma affecting future marriages.
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In the Prattica per procedere nelle cause del Sant’Officio we find a description of qualified sortilegij
(heretical) and non-qualified sortilegij (not really heretical). Specifically, qualified sortilegij are those
where there is evidence of the invocation of demons, obscure words or signs, abuse of sacraments and
of sacramentals, use of human or animal blood, following of the lunar phases, inappropriate use of the
name of God and the saints. The non-qualified ones are those where orations contain the name of God
and crosses and passages from the Bible for protection. We also find that: “under the same name of
sortilegij are included also witches (male and female) practicing maleficia on people in different ways,
love or death and [killing] little children”.

Furthermore the author of the Prattica specifies that although witches would sometimes use words,
objects and rituals typical of a more benign love magic (sortilegij ad amorem) for their maleficia ad amorem,
in the majority of the cases their practices have a more sinister and dangerous nature where adjuration
of demons feature heavily, contributing to the ultimate demise of their victims.

This implies therefore a well-defined and well perceptible differentiation between sortilegij and
maleficia and for this reason and so for simplicity I differentiate it as being between sorcery and
witchcraft; following therefore more modern generalized criteria which see sorcery as both harmful
and beneficial magic, while witchcraft is seen always as harmful magic.

To understand better the concept of heresy among ordinary people and the ordinary clergy,
specifically connected to the spell of the carafe it is perhaps appropriate to hear the words of a
clergyman implicated in an earlier case of this type of spell. Between April 1580 and January 1581
Margherita di Mariano from San Gosme, wife of Cesare, the amphorae maker, and Paola wife of
Ambrogio Milanese were accused of invocation of the devil and sorcery done with the carafe and
abuse of holy water and candles. They were tried and flogged and then they were asked to abjure de
vehement. They were prosecuted because they were asked to carry out the spell to help the friars of the
order of the Servi di Maria to recover stolen items (Moretti 2018, p. 128). It was the prior of the Servi di
Maria who commissioned one of the two women to find the lost goods.

Interesting is therefore the position of the prior of the convent of the Servi, friar Fabiano who
ordered this spell to be done:

I did not witness the spell or divination you are telling me about but I know very well that
this spell was done because a certain Messer Caio came and told me that as said by a woman,
these tovaglie and stagni could be found without spending money, but only with a carafe, he
did not tell me that this carafe had to be full or empty, only that a carafe was enough for such
a trade. (Moretti 2018, p. 131)

When asked by the inquisitor if he knew why he was called in front of the tribunal he said: ‘because
of the enmity and hate among the friars although in my part, I have forgiven everybody’ (ibidem).

Although a friar, at first he seems to have no idea on what must constitute heresy and superstition
in the eye of the church, his church. He ordered people to make sure this spell would happen;
he ordered that the materials necessary to do the spell should be delivered to the woman and he
gave permission to two young friars to participate in the spell and saw no danger of heresy in it.
The inquisitor picked on this and asked him if he believed divinations to be diabolic to which friar
Fabiano replied:

I believe them to be superstitions but if they are diabolic or not, I refer to the holy church and
therefore they are heretical things. I believe that these images and apparitions are diabolical
because a man would not fit in a carafe, and I have never had anything to do with demons,
knowing that it is not allowed [ ... ]. (ibidem)

So he is fully aware, but as long as he is not physically present, then he is not a heretic. This, as
we have seen in the above interrogations, is a straight forward, matter of fact and to a certain extent
convenient perception of theological ideas. The perception everyday people—including religious
people—of what was good and bad differenced substantially from the perception of the theological
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elite (Roper 2006). The boundaries between angels and demons, religion and witchcraft and heresy
and orthodoxy were blurred in the face of life struggles. Even the devil, within the limits of common
magic and witchcraft, seems to become an instrument in the hands of the practitioner.

In Siena, as Venice, Modena and Bologna, the invocation of the devil and other supernatural
agencies like the angels, the white/evening star or even ancient pagan gods like Zeus and Mars were
popular, especially so among religious people (frustrated nuns and greedy priests and friars), nobility
(frustrated women and greedy men) and literates. It is however obvious that the invocation of the
devil seems to be connected to blasphemy and rebellion rather than demonic witchcraft.

Despite the new religious and spiritual interest, during the 16th and 17th centuries, in angels
and demons and the increasing fascination of the fallen angel who is no longer a terrifying monster
but a familiar figure sharing people’s anxieties and sufferings, the devil seems to have a secondary
importance as supernatural agency in witchcraft archives. And despite the church teachings and the
sermons, for the common folks he offers an alternative to a brutal existence and albeit transient and
illusionary, this alternative—the power to perform magic practices—fascinated people who embraced
the mythology of this alternative thinking into their everyday lives, transforming the devil from
ultimate supernatural agent to a dispenser of dreams and all-time favourite scapegoat. There is almost
a sense of domestication of the devil, a figure which no longer is the supreme master of the witches,
ultimate dispenser of evil and dark powers as featured in the most famous of the demonological
treaties, but a figure whose supernatural agency can be easily replaced by others making the invocation
and adoration of him, not a heresy but a practical and functional act.
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Abstract: This article explores the role played by the relationship between witch and familiar in the
early modern witch trials. It positions animal familiars at the intersection of early modern belief in
witchcraft and magic, examining demonologies, legal and trial records, and print pamphlets. Read
together, these sources present a compelling account of human-animal interactions during the period
of the witch trials, and shed light upon the complex beliefs that created the environment in which
the image of the witch and her familiar took root. The animal familiar is positioned and discussed
at the intersection of writing in history, anthropology, folklore, gender, engaging with the challenge
articulated in this special issue to move away from mono-causal theories and explore connections
between witchcraft, magic, and religion.

Keywords: witchcraft; familiars; popular belief; animals; demonology; witch trials

The mental and physical space occupied by the stereotypical early modern ‘witch’ lies at the
intersection of popular culture and inquisitorial anxiety, drawing upon a longstanding lexicon of
faith, folk belief, night flights, magic, devils, and demons. The witch embodied and enabled conflict
and contradiction, reflecting and creating anxieties about the nature of humanity, social order, heresy
and heterodoxy, and the language of opposition between good and evil in moral and theological
terms. In the hands of demonologists, inquisitors and law-makers, the multiple components of the
archetypal witch crystallised around the imagery of the ‘demonic pact’, the personal relationship
between the witch and devil, and the all-encompassing vocabulary of maleficium which made real these
ideas in popular culture and social communities. In the character and actions of the witch, religion,
ritual, magic, law, and social tensions intersected, creating a shared belief in the constructed enemy of
Christian society. The vocabulary of demonologies, statute, and judicial processes made its way into
popular culture, a culture that perpetuated and solidified that language by proving it to be anchored in
the reality of the day-to-day. The presence of witchcraft and magic at the ‘crossroads’ of early modern
belief has been well documented in recent years, and our appreciation of the complexities of early
modern witchcraft has greatly enhanced as a result (Bailey 2003, 2006, 2007; Behringer 1997; Broedel
2003; Clark 1997; Cohn 2000; Edwards 2002; Montesano 2018; Kieckhefer 1976, 1996).

Within that more nuanced appreciation of the multiplicity of ideas and anxieties from which the
image of the witch emerged lies the witches’ ‘familiar’. The presence of the familiar in the witch trials
is an almost uniquely English phenomenon, but it is one that raises important questions about the
nature and practitioners of witchcraft, the role of demons and the demonic in the actions of witches,
and the challenge that witchcraft and familiars posed to traditional categorisations and assumptions
around human and non-human interactions. Keith Thomas’ assertion that the presence of animal
familiars in the English witch trials is ‘largely unaccounted for’ remains almost as accurate thirty
years later (Thomas 1971, p. 569). However, it is worth noting that the witches” Sabbat, so prevalent
in the records of continental witch trials, was almost entirely absent from the English narratives in
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this period. Instead, the relationship between witch and devil was displayed in the contact between
the human witch and the animal familiar, a relationship which in many respects presented a material
embodiment of the demonic pact. The familiar acted a hybrid of learned demonological anxieties about
human commerce with demons, and a popular culture and folklore that positioned animals, imps, and
fairies as intermediaries between humans and the numinous supernatural. Animal familiars made it
possible to elide well-articulated views about demonic magic with the broader range of practices and
supernatural encounters associated with cunning men and women. Animal familiars, treated as pets
and companions, were not innocent participants in the practice of witchcraft, but creatures with agency,
demons in corporeal form, whose interactions with the witch were problematic both conceptually and
practically. Familiars were evidence of the permeable boundary that existed between humans and
animals, the presence of demonic ritual and blood-feeding among practitioners of magic, the moral
and theological depravity of witchcraft, and the transgression of nature that lay at the heart of the
witch. As a result, the narrative of the familiar, and the search for physical evidence of interaction
between witch and familiar became a vibrant thread in English witchcraft narratives. Specific reference
to the actions of witches who nourished and rewarded their ‘spirits’ found its way into English law
in 1604, positioning the familiar as an almost mandatory element in the armoury and reputation of
the witch.

The Act against Conjuration, Witchcraft and dealing with evil and wicked spirits, (1 Ja. I c. 12) issued in
1604 identified as felons ‘any persons or persons [who] shall ... use, practice, or exercise any invocation
or conjuration of any evil or worked spirit, or shall consult, covenant with, employ, feed, or reward any
evil and wicked spirit to or for any intent or purpose ... ’. The relationship between the person and
the familiar was, in law, evidence of witchcraft itself. The specific reference to feeding or rewarding
an evil spirit in the Jacobean legislation was an important moment in the definition of witchcraft in
England. Before his accession to the English throne, James’ views on magic and witchcraft had been
presented in the Daemonology, and in the pamphlet News From Scotland, which included references
to weather magic, nocturnal flight, and the presence of animal familiars in the practice of witchcraft.
But while the reference to the feeding of evil spirits in the 1604 Act was the first explicit reference to
the ‘familiar’ in English law, the association between witchcraft and demonic familiars had a longer
ancestry. Familiars featured in vernacular pamphlet literature circulating in England in the 1560s,
laden with contemporary colour culled from the trials of witches, and echoing the longer history of the
relationship between witches, demons, and animals. The familiar was much more than a construct
of early modern demonology, informed by the language of the demonic pact, and its application to
the contractual interaction between the human witch and non-human, or demonic, creatures. Rather,
the relationship between witch and familiar, and the representation of that relationship, grew out of,
and informed, the relationship between religion, magic, folk belief, and learned demonology in late
medieval and early modern Europe. The witch’s familiar was to become a common feature of early
modern witchcraft literature, but, like much of the language and imagery that defined beliefs, the
familiar sat at the intersection of ideas, assumptions, and fears about magic, demons, and the nature of
the human witch.

Like many components of early modern witchcraft, the relationship between the witch and the
familiar had a long ancestry. A digression in William of Malmesbury’s Gesta regum Anglorum (c.1123),
is often regarded as the first written reference to the relationship between witch and familiar (William
of Malmesbury and William 1887, an.1125 Bk.2, §204; Coxe et al. 1841, an.852). In his narrative of the
so-called ‘witch of Berkeley’, William of Malmesbury described a witch’s corpse, torn from its tomb
by violent demons, and conveyed to Hell by a demonic horse. This was no accident; the so-called
‘witch” had, in her lifetime been known to practice divination, particularly ‘ancient augury’ a form of
divination involving birds. She was also, in the chronicler’s words, ‘excessively gluttonous, perfectly
lascivious, setting no bounds to her debaucheries’, and although not old, certainly in declining health.
As she neared the end of her life, she made elaborate provisions for the treatment of her body after
death. The medieval church took a dim view of augury and divination, and the witch, appeared to
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recognise the impact of her actions upon the fate of her soul, describing herself as ‘the sink of every
vice.” She summoned her pious children (both of whom were in holy orders) to make every effort to
preserve her body, even if the ‘sentence was already passed” on her soul. Her children were instructed
to sew her corpse into the skin of stag, and lay it upon its back inside a stone sarcophagus in the parish
church. The lid was to be weighed down with lead and iron, and the fortress-like sarcophagus bound
with three heavy iron chains. Psalms were to be sung for fifty nights, and Mass to be said for her soul.
On the fourth day, her body was to be removed and buried in the ground. However, the fears of the
witch were realised, as demons burst into the church, broke the chains, and tore her body from its
refuge. Thrust onto iron barbs on the back of a black horse waiting outside the church, the woman’s
body was conveyed away with the demons, her cries audible up to four miles away. The narrative
had multiple meanings, which ebbed and flowed in later re-tellings of the tale. In many respects, the
story is simply a medieval morality tale, in which the punishment for sin reflects the nature of the
offence against God (Russell 1972, p. 99). However, given the propensity of medieval chroniclers to
weave the supernatural and wondrous into narratives in order to make a polemical point, William of
Malmesbury’s inclusion of the Berkeley story might also be read as a judgement upon the political
disruptions of the age and the symbolic judgement of God. By the end of the eighteenth century, the
witch had become part of English literary folklore in Richard Southey’s ballad, ‘A Ballad, shewing
how an old woman rode double, and who rode before her’, later reprinted in Matthew Lewis’ Tales of
Wonder (1801). Southey’s attribution of the original story to ‘Matthew of Westminster” is erroneous,
but his reference to the appearance of the witch in the works of Olaus Magnus and in the Nuremberg
Chronicle is a useful pointer to the early modern re-telling of the tale (Magnus 1555, book 3 ¢.21).
Clearly, the story of the witch of Berkeley and her communion with animals and demons was capable
of speaking to many audiences.

The first recorded witch trial in which explicit reference is made to the use of a familiar in
witchcraft is that of Dame Alice Kyteler, in 1324 (Wright 1833, p. 2). But the Kyteler case is an isolated
instance; it was two centuries later before familiars were to become a distinctive feature of witch
beliefs. This i