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Was there ever
a Society of Witches?
Myths & Hoaxes of European Demonology (1)

H

hunting magistrates; and the figure of the witch
that emerges could not be clearer or more detailed.

UNDREDS OF

books and
: i K i* •
articles
have
been written about
the great European witch-hunt
of the fifteenth,
sixteenth, and
seventeenth centuries, and during
the last few years
the subject has received more attention from his•
torians than ever
before. But that
does not mean that nothing remains to be said.
On the contrary, the more is written, the more
glaring the disagreements.
Were there people who regarded themselves as
witches? If so, what did they do, or believe themselves to do? Were they organised, did they hold
meetings? What are we to make of covens and
sabbats? Again, when and where did the great
witch-hunt begin? Who launched it, who perpetuated it, and for what motives? And just how
"great" was it—did the numbers of those executed
run into thousands, or into tens of thousands, or
into hundreds of thousands? On most of these
questions there is still no consensus among
historians—and even where consensus exists, it is
not necessarily correct.
We may start with the stereotype of the witch
as it existed at the times when, and the places
where, witch-hunting was at its most intense. The
profile of that stereotype at least is established
beyond all dispute. We possess not only the
records of innumerable witch-trials, but also
memoirs and manuals by half-a-dozen witch!\1 -Nil-

A WITCH was a human being—usually a woman
but sometimes a man or even a child—who was
bound to the Devil by a pact or contract, as his
servant and assistant.
When the Devil first appeared to a future witch
he was clad in flesh and blood. Sometimes his
shape was that of an animal but usually it was
that of a man, fully and even smartly dressed.
Almost always he appeared at a moment of acute
distress—of bereavement, or of utter loneliness,
or of total destitution. A typical pattern was that
an elderly widow, rejected by her neighbours and
with nobody to turn to, would be approached by
a man who would alternatively console her,
promise her money, scare her, extract a promise
of obedience from her, in the end mate with her.
The money seldom materialised, the copulation
was downright painful, but the promise of
obedience remained binding. Formally and
irrevocably the new witch had to renounce God,
Christ, the Christian religion, and pledge herself
instead to the service of Satan. Whereupon the
Devil set his mark on her—often with the nails
or claws of his left hand, and on the left side of
the body.
A WITCH rarely brought either
wealth or erotic pleasure, it had other rewards
to offer. A witch was able to perform maleficium
(i.e. to harm her neighbours by occult means).
The pact meant that the Devil would demand this
from his servant, but it also meant that he would
supply her with supernatural power for the purpose. With the Devil's aid, a witch could ruin the
life of anyone she chose. She could bring sudden
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illness, or mental disorder, or maiming accidents,
or death, on man, woman or child. She could
bedevil a marriage by producing sterility or miscarriages in the woman, or impotence in the man.
She could make cattle sicken or die, or cause
hailstorms or unseasonable rain to ruin the crops.
This was her reward; for a witch's will, like her
master's, was wholly malignant, wholly set on
destruction.
Witches were believed to specialise in the killing
of babies and small children. More than mere
malice was at work here—witches needed the
corpses for all sorts of reasons. They were cannibals, with an insatiable craving for very young
flesh. According to some writers of the tiwe, to
kill, cook and eat a baby which had not yet been
baptised was a witch's greatest pleasure. But the
flesh of infants was also full of supernatural
power. As an element in magical concoctions it
could be used to kill other human beings, or else
to enable a captured witch to keep silent under
torture. It could also be blended in a salve which,
applied to a witch's body, enabled her to fly.
At regular intervals witches were required to
betake themselves to the sacrilegious and orgiastic
gatherings known first as "synagogues", later as
"sabbats." There were ordinary sabbats, which
were usually held on Fridays and were small
affairs, involving only the witches of a given
neighbourhood; and t e r e were oecumenical
sabbats, held with great ceremony three or four
times a year, and attended by witches from all
quarters. A sabbat was always a nocturnal
happening, ending either at midnight, or, at the
very latest, at cockcrow. As for the locality, it
might be a churchyard, a crossroads, the foot of a
gallows; though the larger sabbats were commonly held at the summit of some famous mountain
in a faraway region.
To ATTEND THE SABBAT, and in particular to attend
the oecumenical sabbat, witches had to cover great
distances in very little time. They did so by flying.
Having anointed themselves with the magic salve
they would fly straight out of their bedrooms,
borne aloft on demonic rams, goats, pigs, oxen,
black horses; or else on sticks, shovels, spits,
broomsticks. And meanwhile the husband or wife
would sleep on peacefully, quite unaware of these
strange happenings. Sometimes a stick laid in the
bed would take not only the place but also the
appearance of the absent spouse. Thanks to this
arrangement, some witches were able to deceive
their mates for years on end.
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The very numerous accounts of the sabbat
differ from one another only in minor details, so
it is easy to construct a representative picture.
The sabbat was presided over by the Devil, who
now took on the shape not of a mere man but of
a monstrous being, half man and half goat: a
hideous black man with enormous horns, a goat's
beard and goat's legs, sometimes also with bird's
claws instead of hands and feet. He sat on a high
ebony throne. Light streamed from his horns,
flames spouted from his huge eyes. The expression
of his face was one of immense gloom, his voice
was harsh and terrible to hear.
was of course taken
from the Jewish religion, which was
traditionally regarded as the quintessence of
anti-Christianity, indeed as a form of Devilworship. For the sabbat was above all an
assertion of the Devil's mastery over his servants,
the witches.
First the witches knelt down and prayed to the
Devil, calling him Lord and God, and repeating
their renunciation of the Christian faith; after
which each in turn kissed him, often on his left
foot, his genitals or his anus. Next delinquent
witches reported for punishment, which usually
consisted of whippings. In Roman Catholic
countries witches would confess their sins—for
instance, attending church—and the Devil would
impose whippings as a penance. But everywhere
witches who had missed a sabbat, or who had
performed insufficient maleficia, were soundly
whipped. Then came the parody of divine service.
Dressed in black vestments, with mitre and surplice, the Devil would preach a sermon, warning
his followers against reverting to Christianity and
promising them a far more blissful paradise than
the Christian heaven. Seated again on his black
chair, with the king and queen of the witches on
either side of him, he would receive the offerings
of the faithful—cakes and flour, poultry and corn,
sometimes money.
The proceedings ended in a climax of profanity.
Once more the witches adored the Devil and
kissed his anus, while he acknowledged their
attentions in a peculiarly noxious manner. A
parody of the Eucharist was given, in both kinds
—but what was received was an object like the
sole of a shoe, black, bitter and hard to chew,
and a jug full of nauseous black liquid. After
this a meal would be served; and often this too
would consist of revolting substances—fish and
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meat tasting like rotten wood, wine tasting like
manure drainings, the flesh of babies.
Finally, an orgiastic dance, to the sound of
trumpets, drums and fifes. The witches would
form a circle, facing outwards, and dance around a
witch standing bent over, her head touching the
ground, with a candle stuck in her anus to serve as
illumination. The dance would become a frantic
and erotic orgy, in which all things, including
sodomy and incest, were permitted. At the height
of the orgy the Devil would copulate with every
man, woman and child present. Finally he would
bring the sabbat to a close by sending the participants off to their homes, with instructions to
perform every conceivable maleficium against their
Christian neighbours.
were imagined when and
where witch-hunting was at its height. It will be
observed that they were thought of as a collectivity. Though they perform maleficium individually, they are a society, assembling at regular
intervals, bound together by communal rites,
subject to a rigid, centralised discipline. In every
respect they represent a collective inversion of
Christianity—and an inversion of a kind that
could only be achieved by former Christians.
That is why non-Christians, such as Jews and
Gypsies, though they might be accused of
maleficium, were never accused of being witches in
the full sense of the term. Witchcraft was regarded as apostasy—and apostasy in its most
extreme, most systematic, most highly organised
form. Witches were regarded as above all a sect
of Devil-worshippers.
THAT IS HOW WITCHES

Origins of a Theory
ow DID THIS STRANGE stereotype
come into being?
Ever since historical research into these matters
began, in the second quarter of the 19th century,
two principal explanations have been offered.
(/) Some scholars have argued that a sect of
witches really existed, and that the authorities
who pursued and tried witches were in effect
breaking the local organisations of that sect.
(2) Others have argued that the notion of a sect
of witches first developed as a by-product of the
campaign of the Inquisition against Catharism,
and that the stereotype was first used in a massive
inquisitorial witch-hunt that claimed hundreds of
victims in southern France during the 14th
century.
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When it was first propounded, the first of
these two theories represented a radical innovation. In the 18th and early 19th centuries practically no educated person believed that there had
ever been a sect of witches. It is only since around
1830 that this has gradually ceased to be taken
for granted. Not, of course, that those scholars
who have maintained that there really was a sect
of witches have claimed that the sect did all those
things it was originally believed to do. They
have not argued that witchesflewthrough the air
to the sabbat, or that the Devil presided over it in
corporeal form. But they have argued, and very
forcibly, that witches were organised in groups
under recognised leaders; that they adhered to a
religious cult that was not only non-Christian but
anti-Christian; and that they assembled, under
cover of night, at remote spots, to perform the
rituals of that cult.
On this view, what we find in the witch-trials
and the writings of witch-hunters represents a
distorted perception of groups that really existed,
of meetings that physically took place. Propounded by academics at leading universities in
Europe and North America, often in works
published by university presses, this interpretation
has been taken on trust by multitudes of educated
people. It still is. When conversation turns to the
great witch-hunt, it is assumed more often than
not that the hunt must have been directed against
a real secret society.
THE FOUNDING OF THIS SCHOOL OF THOUGHT has

sometimes been ascribed to the Italian cleric Girolamo Tartarotti-Serbati (who published Del
Congresso Notturno delle Lamie in 1749), or else
to the great German folk-lorist Jacob Grimm (on
account of certain passages in his Deutsche
Mythologiesfirstpublished in 1835); but in both
cases wrongly. Tartarotti and Grimm merely
drew attention to the fact that folk beliefs dating
from pre-Christian times had contributed something to the stereotype. Neither even hinted that
the great witch-hunt was directed against an
anti-Christian sect.
The first modern scholar to advance that view
seems to have been Karl Ernst Jarcke. In 1828,
when Jarcke was a young professor of criminal law
at the University of Berlin, he edited the records
of a 17th-century German witch-trial for a legal
journal, and appended some brief comments of
his own. He argued that witchcraft was above all
a nature religion that had once been the religion
of the pagan Germans. After the establishment
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of Christianity this religion survived, with its
traditional ceremonies and sacraments, as a living
tradition among the common people; but it
took on a new significance. The Church condemned it as Devil-worship, and in the end this
view of the matter was adopted even by those
who, in secret, still practised it. At the core of the
old pagan religion were secret arts for influencing
the course of nature—arts which, in the view both
of the adherents of that religion and of the
Christian clergy, depended on the Devil for their
efficacy. As the Christian religion became the
religion of the common people, the practice of
those arts came to be regarded, and experienced,
as a conscious, voluntary service of the evil
principle. To be initiated into them was to
choose the Devil's service. That explains why,
in the later form of witch-belief, anyone adept
in those arts was expected to employ them for the
purpose of harming others, i.e. was expected to
perform maleficia.1
A VARIATION on the theme was produced in 1839
by the historian Franz Josef Mone, who after a
brilliant academic career was at that time director
of the archives of Baden. He too saw witchcraft
as a cult deriving from pre-Christian times—
only in his view its origin lay not in the religion
of the ancient Germans as such but in an underground, esoteric cult practised by the lowest
strata of the population.
The Germanic peoples who sojourned on the
north coast of the Black Sea come in contact with
the cult of Hecate and the cult of Dionysos, and
the slave elements in the population adopted
these cults and fused them into a religion of their
own. This religion was characterised by the worship of a goat-like god, the celebration of nocturnal
orgies and the practice of magic and poison. As
the Germanic peoples moved west, the religion
came with them. But free-born men and women
regarded it with contempt. At all times it stood
in opposition to the official religion of society,
and it continued to do so when that religion was
Christianity. The underground religion was
witchcraft. Witches were therefore members of
"a fully organised secret society" with roots in
1

the distant past; and the Devil who presided
over the sabbat was a distorted version of Dionysos. Even the maleficia against domestic animals,
which bulk so large in the trials, might well reflect
the fact that the Bacchantes, in their frenzy, used
to kill does and fawns.2

Michelet's Witch
is convincing.
_[_\| Neither Jarcke nor Mone can show that the
worship of ancient gods, whether Germanic or
Greek, was in fact practised by organised, clandestine groups in the Middle Ages. Nor do they
even try to explain why such groups, after passing
unnoticed for the best part of a thousand years,
should have attracted ever-increasing attention
in the 15th, 16th, and 17th centuries. Yet both
men were serious scholars; and between them
they started a hare which other scholars, some of
them equally serious, have continued to pursue
at intervals right down to the present day.
Jarcke and Mone were ardent Roman Catholics
—in fact both of them at times acted as journalistic spokesmen for the clerical interest. Moreover they propounded their theories in the midst
of the reaction against the French Revolution and
its consequences, when a horrified obsession with
secret societies was very widespread in conservative circles.3 They had no sympathy at all
for the secret society of witches that they supposed
to have existed. In their eyes it was a thoroughly
• V T E I T H E R OF THESE THEORIES

K. E. Jarcke, "Ein Hexenprozess", in Annalen der

deutschen und ausldndischen Criminal-Rechts-Pflege,
vol.
I (Berlin, 1828) esp. p. 450.
8
F. J. Mone, "Ueber das Hexenwesen", in Anzeiger
fur Kunde der teutschen Vorzeit, Jahrgang 8 (Karlsruhe,
1839)
esp. pp. 271-5, 444-53.
5

J. M. Roberts, The Mythology of the Secret
Societies (London, 1972).
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evil conspiracy against the true religion and the
true Church.
But the opposite view also found a spokesman,
in Jules Michelet. In La Sorciere (1862) he
portrays witchcraft as a justified, if hopeless,
protest by medieval serfs against the social order
that was crushing them.
MICHELET IMAGINES serfs coming together secretly, at night, to perform ancient pagan dances, with
which they blended satirical farces directed
against lord and priest. This, he thinks, happened
already in the 12th and 13th centuries. In the
14th, when both the Church and the nobility
were largely discredited, the sabbat turned into a
ritualised defiance of the existing social order,
epitomised by the Christian God. Michelet calls
it "the black mass." At its centre he puts not the
Devil, nor a man impersonating the Devil, but
a woman—a female serf in her thirties
with a face like Medea, a beauty born of sufferings,
a deep, tragic, feverish ga2e, with a torrent of black,
untamable hair falling as chance takes it, like waves
of serpents. Perhaps, on top, a crown of vervain, like
ivy from tombs, like violets of death.*
This romantic figure is the priestess of the cult.
Indeed, Michelet credits her with inventing,
organising and staging the entire sabbat. She
induces peasants to give food for the communal
meal—knowing that those who do so will find
themselves committed to a conspiracy. She sets
up a giant wooden figure, hairy, horned, with a
great penis. It represents Satan, imagined as
"the great serf in revolt", a rebel against the God
who unjustly cast him out of heaven. But he is
also himself a sort of nature god, "who makes
plants germinate", who even "found Nature
prostrate, cast out by the Church like a dirty
baby, and picked Nature up and put it in his
breast."
At the sabbat the priestess ritually mates with
Satan. Before the assembled multitude, she seats
herself on his lap and, in a simulated copulation,
receives his spirit. Later, after the banquet and
the dance, she turns herself into an altar. A
man disguised as a demon makes offerings on her
prostrate body. Corn is offered to Satan to
ensure a good harvest, a cake is cooked on her
back and distributed as Eucharist. Finally, the
priestess shouts defiance at the Christian God;
while a horde of "demons" rush out and jump
4
J. Michelet, La Sorcttre, chap, xi (p. 128 in the
edition by P. Viallaneix, Paris, 1966).

* G. Mongr6dien, Madame de Montespan et I'affaire
des poisons (Paris, 1953).

over fires, to cure the assembled peasants of
their fear of hell-fire.
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con-

temporary account of the witches' sabbat.
Not one mentions a priestess, or so much as
hints that a single woman dominates the ritual.
As for the "black mass" celebrated on a woman's
back—that notion was born in an entirely different
historical context: the "affair of the poisons",
which took place in Paris around 1680.6 Nor
was the sabbat, even at its first appearance,
imagined as a festival of serfs—already in 1460,
at Arras, rich and powerful burghers were
accused of attending it, along with humbler folk.
To give his account even a shadow of plausibility,
Michelet has to pretend that all extant accounts
of the sabbat date from the period of its decadence; the true, original sabbat being something
quite different. The argument is not likely to
commend itself to historians.
Even so, the accounts of the sabbat that we do
possess confront Michelet with some pretty
problems. Some stock features are simply passed
over in silence—not a word is said, for instance,
about maleficium. But with others he copes as
best he can. He is exercised by the tales of erotic
orgies, with their stress on incest. There cannot,
he assures us, have been any open promiscuity,
as young children were present. On the other
hand, he admits that incest may have occurred,
discreetly, and he even offers two mutually
exclusive explanations to account for it. Perhaps
incest is to be understood in terms of a medieval
law which extended the forbidden degrees to
include cousins six times removed. Or perhaps,
on the other hand, the priestess, being a woman
and sympathising with women, encouraged sons
to mate with their mothers, so that mothers
could be assured of a roof over their heads in
old age. Again, innumerable contemporary
accounts refer to the fact that Satan's seed, when
received by the witches, felt cold. Michelet
suggests that whatever mating took place at the
sabbat must have been followed by an icy
"purification", to prevent conception. As for the
babies which were supposedly eaten at the
sabbat, these were simply models of babies, made
to look like meat. Placed on the back of the
priestess, they represented the People. When
serfs partook of them—or went through the
motions—the People were simply worshipping
the People, in truly democratic spirit.
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That is what La Sorciere has to say about the
sabbat. Despite the special pleading, the suppression of texts, and the fatuities of exegesis on
which the interpretation depends, it was not
without influence. For in La Sorciere Michelet
deployed all those visionary and poetic gifts
that make him so compelling a historian. Though
he protested that the book was free from emotional
romancing, was indeed the most unquestionably
true of all his works, the opposite is the case.
La Sorciere was written when Michelet was
sixty-four, and it was written fast. The two
chapters on the sabbat took a day each, almost
the whole book was finished in two months.
Driven by a passionate urge to rehabilitate two
oppressed classes—women, and the medieval
peasantry—the ageing romantic radical had
neither time nor desire for detailed research.
The result was an imaginative creation of such
power that it has continued to be reprinted,
and read, and taken seriously, for generation
after generation. In a general sense it seems to
have influenced even some highly sophisticated
French historians of today. Professor Emmanuel
Le Roy Ladurie, for instance, in his monumental
work Les paysans de Languedoc (1966), still
presents sabbats as real meetings in which the
peasant urge to revolt found symbolic expression.8
But La Sorciere also contains hints of a different
interpretation. In passing, Michelet suggests that
the sabbat was really the celebration of a fertility
cult, aimed at securing abundance of crops. At
the hands of later scholars this notion was to
undergo some startling elaborations.
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English-speaking world it became fashionable
to interpret all kinds of rituals as derivatives of a
magic originally performed to encourage the
breeding of animals and the growth of plants,
and to see in the most diverse gods and heroes
so many disguises for the spirit of vegetation.
It was to be expected that this kind of interpretation would be applied also to the history of
European witchcraft; and so it was, in The
Witch-Cult in Western Europe, by Margaret
Murray. The year was 1921, and the influence of
The Golden Bough was at its height. (The Waste
Land, with Eliot's comment, appeared the
following year.7)
The impact of The Witch-Cult in Western
Europe has been extraordinary. For some forty
years (1929-68) the article on "WITCHCRAFT" in
successive editions of the Encyclopaedia Britannica
was by Margaret Murray, and it simply summarised the book's argument, as though it were
a matter of established fact. By 1962 a scholar
was moved to comment with dismay:
The Murrayites seem to hold . . . an" almost undisputed sway at the higher intellectual levels.
There is, amongst educated people, a very widespread impression that Professor Margaret Murray
has discovered the true answer to the problem of the
history 8of European witchcraft and has proved her
theory.

Since that was written the Murrayite cause has
received formidable reinforcements. The Oxford
University Press, the original publishers of The
Witch-Cult, re-issued it in 1962 as a paperback,
which has been frequently reprinted since and is
still selling well.
In a foreword to this new edition the eminent
medievalist Sir Steven Runciman praises the
Margaret Murray's Myth thoroughness of the author's scholarship and
makes it plain that he fully accepts her basic
NHIS NOTES TO The Waste Land, T. S. Eliot lists,
theory. Some leading historians of 17th-century
as one of the works to which he was most inEngland have shown themselves equally trusting.
debted, The Golden Bough by Sir James Frazer—
Even among scholars specialising in the history
"a work of anthropology . . . which has inof witchcraft the book has exercised and—as we
fluenced our generation profoundly." Unlike
shall see—continues to exercise considerable
some of Eliot's other notes, this one was perinfluence. It has also inspired a whole library of
fectly serious. First published in 1890, reissued
new works, which have disseminated the doctrine
with enlargements in twelve volumes between
among more or less serious readers. It is signi1907 and 1915, The Golden Bough had indeed
ficant that in Britain even that respectable
launched a cult of fertility cults. At least in the
series, Pelican books, having published an antiMurrayite work on witchcraft by Professor
6
E. Le Roy Ladurie, Les paysans de Languedoc Geoffrey Parrinder in 1958, replaced it in 1965
(Paris,
1966), pp. 407-14.
7
by the Murrayite work of the late Pennethorne
Margaret Murray first expounded her views a few
years earlier, in two articles in Folk-Lore, vols. Hughes.
XXVIII
(1917) and XXXI (1920).
8
More dramatically, The Witch-Cult and its
E. Rose, A Razor for a Goat (Toronto, 1962)
progeny have stimulated the extraordinary
pp. 14-15.

I

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

32

Norman Cohn

proliferation of "witches' covens" in Western
Europe and the United States during the past
decade, culminating in the foundation of the
Witches International Craft Association, with
headquarters in New York. In 1970 the association, under the leadership of Dr Leo Martello
and his "high priestess" Witch Hazel, held "the
world's first public Witch-In for Halloween" in
Central Park. Even Margaret Murray, one
imagines, would have been surprised by the
development of the Witches' Liberation Movement, with its plans for a Witches' Day Parade,
a Witches' News Service, a Witches' Lecture
Bureau, and a Witches' Anti-Defamation League.*
THE ARGUMENT PRESENTED in The Witch-Cult and
elaborated in its successor The God of the Witches
(1933) can be summarised as follows:
Down to the 17th century a religion which was
far older than Christianity persisted throughout
Western Europe, with followers in every social
stratum from kings to peasants. It centred on the
worship of a two-faced, horned god, known to
the Romans as Dianus or Janus. This "Dianic
cult" was a religion of the type so abundantly
described in The Golden Bough. The horned god
represented the cycle of the crops and the seasons,
and was thought of as periodically dying and
returning to life. In society he was represented by
selected human beings. At national level these
included such celebrated personages as William
Rufus, Thomas a Becket, Joan of Arc and
Gilles de Rais, whose dramatic deaths were really
ritual sacrifices carried out to ensure the resurrection of the god and the renewal of the earth.
At village level the god was represented by the
horned personage who presided over the witches'
assemblies. Hostile observers, such as inquisitors,
naturally took this personage to be, or at least to
represent, the Devil; so that to them witchcraft
seemed a form of Satan-worship. In reality, the
witches were simply worshipping the preChristian deity Dianus. If they appeared to kiss
their master's behind, that was because he wore
a mask which, like the god himself, had two faces.
The preservation of the Dianic cult was largely
the work of an aboriginal race, which had been
driven into hiding by successive waves of invaders. These refugees were of small stature—
which was the reality behind stories of "the little
people", or fairies. Shy and elusive, they nevertheless had sufficient contact with the ordinary

"Florence Hershman, Witchcraft U.S.A. (New
York, 1971), pp. 149-56.

population to transmit the essentials of their
religion. The witches were their disciples and
intellectual heirs.
The organisation of the Dianic cult was based
on the local coven, which always consisted of
thirteen members—twelve ordinary members,
male and female, and one officer. The members
of a coven were obliged to attend the weekly
meetings, which Dr Murray calls "esbats", as
well as the larger assemblies, or sabbats proper.
Discipline was strict. Failure to attend a meeting,
or to carry out the instructions given there, was
punished with such a beating that sometimes the
culprit died. The resulting structure was remarkably tough. Throughout the Middle Ages the
Dianic cult was the dominant religion, Christianity
little more than a veneer. It was only with the
coming of the Reformation that Christianity
achieved enough hold over the population to
launch an open attack on its rival—the result
being the great witch-hunt.
was not by profession a
historian but anEgyptologist, archaeologist,
andfolklorist. Her knowledge of European history,
even of English history, was superficial and her
grasp of historical method was non-existent. In
the special field of witchcraft studies, she seems
never to have read any of the modern histories of
the persecution; and even if she had, she would
not have assimilated them. By the time she turned
her attention to these matters she was nearly
sixty, and her ideas were firmly set in an exaggerated and distorted version of the Frazerian
mould. For the rest of her days (and she lived to
100) she clung to those ideas with a tenacity
which no criticism, however well-informed or wellargued, could ever shake.
There has been no lack of such criticism.
George Lincoln Burr, Cecil L'Estrange Ewen,
Professor Rossell Hope Robbins, Mr Elliot Rose,
Professor Hugh Trevor-Roper, Mr Keith Thomas
are among those who, from the 1920s to the
1970s, have either weighed the theory and found
it wanting, or else have dismissed it as unworthy
of consideration. But other scholars have taken
a different view and have maintained that beneath
its manifest exaggerations, the theory contains
a core of truth.
The reason is given by Arno Runeberg in his
book Witches, Demons and Fertility Magic (1947).
He points out that some of the accounts of
witches' assemblies quoted by Murray have no
fantastic features but are perfectly plausible. The
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witches go to and from the sabbat not by flying
but on foot or on horseback; the "Devil" has
nothing supernatural about him but sits at the
head of the table like an ordinary man; the meal
is quite unremarkable; the participants even
specify who supplied the food and drink. Runeberg concludes:
That such drinking-bouts should be only hallucinations . . . is indeed curious. Neither is it probable
that the persecutors by leading questions
would
have caused people to tell such stories.10
According to this view these commonplace
happenings, themselves perhaps neither very
frequent nor very widespread, represent t h e
reality around which fantasies clustered, gradually
building up the whole
phantasmagoria of the
witches' sabbat as we find
it in other and better
known accounts. It would
be a powerful argument
if the accounts quoted by
Murray were really as
sober as they appear to
be. But are they? The only
way to find out is to examine her sources in their
original contexts—a tiresome task, but one which
is long overdue.
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with a blue bonnet", has the conventional
requirements of a cold body and cold semen, and
gladly mates with a witch aged eighty.11 To
appreciate the true import of the other sources
one has only to compare, in a half dozen instances, what Murray quotes with what she
passes over in silence.
The activities of the Lancashire witches who
were tried in 1612 are represented by the following
excerpts from a contemporary pamphlet: 12
The persons aforesaid had to their dinners beef,
bacon and roasted mutton; which mutton (as this
witness's said brother said) was of a wether of
Christopher Swyers of
Barley: which wether was
brought in the night before into this witness's
mother's house by the said
James Device, this witness's said brother: and in
this witness's sight killed
and eaten. . . . And before
their said parting away,
they all appointed to meet
at the said Preston's wife's
house that day twelvemonth; at which time the
said Preston's wife promised to make them a great
feast.

After which they "went
out of the said house in
their own shapes and likenesses. And they all as
soon as they were out of
doors, got on horseback,
like foals, some of one
THE RELEVANT PASSAGES in
colour,
some
of
The Witch-Cult carry
another." 13
references to some fifteen
The Devil, it will be
primary sources, mostly
noted, does not figure at
English or Scottish pamall in this account; and
phlets describing notorione would never guess
ous trials. NOW, Of all
The Devi! embracing a young woman (1489)
how large a part the
these sources only one is free from manifestly
demonic powers played in the trial as a whole.
fantastic and impossible features—and even in
The key witness was a 9-year-old girl, Jennet
that one the Devil, though "a bonny young lad
Device, who gave evidence against her mother, her
grandmother, and her brother. Now, according to
10
A. Runeberg, Witches, Demons and Fertility young Jennet, a spirit in the form of a brown dog
Magic
(Helsingfors, 1947), pp. 23CM.
11
called Ball approached her mother and asked
R. Burns Begg, "Notice of Trials for Witchcraft
at Crook of Devon, Kinross-shire, in 1662", in
what she wished him to do; and on her instrucProceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland,
tions killed three men by occult means. She had
vol. XXII (Edinburgh, 1888), pp. 212 seq., 223.
12
also listened to a black dog called Dandy having
In this and the following quotations I have modernised the spelling and replaced a few obsolete words
a similar conversation with her brother James;
by13their modern equivalents.
Dandy contrived the death of an old
Margaret Murray, The Witch-Cult in Western after which
ll
Europe
(Oxford,
1962),
pp.
139,
99.
woman.
14
T. Potts, Discovery of Witches in the County of
Lancashire reprinted from the original edition of 1613 The Somerset trials of 1664 are regarded by
Murray as particularly illuminating. She quotes
(Manchester, 1845).

PRODUCED 2005 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

Norman Cohn

34
from the evidence of Elizabeth Styles:

At their meeting they have usually wine and good
beer, cakes, meat or the like. They eat and drink
really when they meet in their bodies, dance also
and have music. The man in black sits at the higher
end, and Anne Bishop usually next him. He uses
some words before meat, and none after, his voice
is audible, and very low.
She does not quote the sentence immediately
preceding: "At every meeting the Spirit vanishes
away, he appoints the next meeting place and
time, and at his departure there is a foul smell."
Nor is there any mention of certain other details
supplied by the same witness. For Elizabeth
Styles said that, while the Devil sometimes
appeared to her as a man, he usually did so in
the form of a dog, a cat or a fly; as a fly, he was
apt to suck at the back of her head. He also
provided his followers with oil with which to
anoint their foreheads and wrists—which enabled
them to be carried in a moment to and from the
meetings. On the other hand, Elizabeth added
that sometimes the meetings were attended by
the witches' spirits only, their bodies remaining
at home. 15
A Scot herself, Margaret Murray draws heavily
on the records of Scottish trials for her material.
A typical source, covering both the feast at the
sabbat and the return from it, is the confession of
Helen Guthrie, one of the alleged witches tried
at Forfar in 1661. The Witch-Cult gives the
following excerpts:
They went to Mary Rynd's house and sat down
together at the table, the devil being present at the
head of it; and some of them went to John Benny's
house, he being a brewer, and brought ale from
hence . . . and others of them went to Alexander
Hieche's and brought aqua vitae from thence, and
thus made themselves merry; and the devil made
much of them all, but especially of Mary Rynd, and
he kissed them all except the said Helen herself,
whose hand only he kissed; and she and Jonet
Stout
sat opposite one to another at the table.16
Herself, Isobell Shyrie and Elspet Alexander, did
meet together at a house near to Barrie, a little
before sunset, after they had stayed in the said house
about the space of an hour drinking three pints of
ale together, they went forth to the sands, and there
three other women met them, and the devil was
there present with them a l l . . . and they parted so
late that night that she could get no lodging, but was
forced to lie at a dike side all night.

All very normal—until one looks at the original
source and discovers what those sets of dots
represent. With the lacunae filled in the passages
read as follows:
. . . and brought ale from hence, and they (went)
through at a little hole like bees, and took the
substance of the a l e . . . .
and the Devil was there present with them all, in
the shape of a great horse; and they decided on the
sinking of a ship, lying not far off from Barrie, and
presently the said company appointed herself to
take hold of the cable tow, and to hold it fast until
they did return, and she herself did presently take
hold of the cable tow, and the rest with the Devil
went into the sea upon the said cable, as she thought,
and about the space of an hour thereafter, they
returned all in the same likeness as before, except
that the Devil was in the shape of a man upon his
return, and the rest were sorely fatigued...."
After this it comes as no surprise to learn that
another member of the group was accustomed to
turn herself into a horse, shod with horse-shoes,
and in that guise transport her fellow witches,
and even the Devil himself, to and from the sabbat
—with the result that the following day she was
confined to bed with sore hands. Nor is it unexpected that the Forfar witches should sometimes
have had less ordinary meals than those described
above. In the event they confessed to digging up
the corpse of a baby, making a pie of its flesh,
and eating it. The purpose was to prevent themselves from ever confessing to their witchcraft—
just as, in earlier centuries, members of certain
heretical groups were supposed to have been
inwardly and irrevocably bound to their sect by
consuming the ashes of babies' bodies. In the case
of the Forfar witches it was a vain hope, for in
Scottish trials torture was commonly employed
until a confession was obtained.
IMILAR USE is made of Isobel Gowdie's
confession (or rather confessions, for under
increasing pressure she made four) at Auldearn,
in Nairn, in 1662:
We would go to several houses in the night time.
We were at Candlemas last in Grangehill, where we
got meat and drink enough. The Devil sat at the
head of the table, and all the Coven about. That
night he desired Alexander Elder in Earlseat to say
the grace before meat, which he did; and is this:
"We eat this meat in the Devil's name" (etc.) And
then we began to eat. And when we had ended
eating, we looked steadfastly to the Devil, and
bowing ourselves to him, we said to the Devil, We
thank thee, our Lord, for this.—We killed an ox,
in Burgie, about the dawning of the day, and we
brought the ox with us home to Auldeme, and
feasted on it.18

S

15
J. Glanvill, Sadducismus Triumphatus (London,
1689),
pp. 353^.
16
Murray, Witch-Cult, pp. 141, 98.
17
(G. R. Kinloch, ed.), Reliquiae Antiquae Scoticae,
illustrative of civil and ecclesiastical affairs (Edinburgh, The simple dash between the two stories conceals
1848),
pp. 121-8.
18
much, including the following items:
Murray, Witch-Cult, pp. 141-2.
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All the coven did fly like cats, jackdaws, hares and
rooks, etc., but Barbara Ronald, in Brightmanney,
and I always rode on a horse, which we would make
of a straw or a bean-stalk. Bessie Wilson was always in the likeness of a rook. . . . (The Devil)
would be like a heifer, a bull, a deer, a roe, or a dog,
etc., and have dealings with us; and he would hold
up his tail while we kissed his arse.
Isobel Gowdie had much more to say. When
she and her associates went to the sabbat they
would place in the bed, beside their husbands, a
broom or a three-legged stool, which promptly
took on the appearance of a woman. At the sabbat
they made a plough of a ram's horn and yoked
frogs to it, using grass for the' traces. As the
plough went round the fields, driven by the Devil
with the help of the male officer of the coven, the
women followed it, praying to the Devil that the
soil might yield only thistles and briars.
Murray cites Isobel Gowdie as an example of a
witch who rode to and from meetings on horseback; the proof being IsobeFs own words, "I
had a little horse, and would say, 'Horse and
Hattock, in the Devil's name!'" This, however,
is the very phrase that fairies were believed to
use as they flew from place to place. The rest of
Isobel's account shows that, in a desperate effort
to find enough material to satisfy her interrogators and torturers, she did indeed draw on the
local fairy lore:
I had a little horse, and would say, "Horse and
Hattock, in the Devil's name!" And then we would
fly away, where we would, even as straws fly upon a
highway. We would fly like straws when we please;
wild-straws and corn-straws will be horses to us, if
we put them between our feet and say, "Horse and
Hattock, in the Devil's name!" If anyone sees these
straws in a whirlwind, and do not bless themselves,
we may shoot them dead at our pleasure. Any that
are shot by us, their souls will go to Heaven, but
their bodies remain with us, and will fly as our
horses, as small as straws. I was in the Downie-hills,
and got meat from the Queen of Fairie, more than
I could eat. The Queen of Fairie is bravely clothed
in white linen....
At this point Isobel's interrogators cut her
short: she was straying too far from the demonological material they required. After a further
three weeks in gaol she produced a version in
which the fairies were duly integrated into the
Devil's kingdom. The Devil himself, she asserted,
19
R. Pitcairn, Criminal Trials . . . (Edinburgh,
1833), vol. Ill, Appendix, pp. 604-613.
20

M u r r a y , Witch-Cult, p p . 100, 144.
A . H o r n e c k (trans.), An Account of what happened
in the Kingdom of Sweden in the years 1669, 1670 . . .
21

(London, 1688), p. 584. This translation of a German
pamphlet forms an appendix to Glanvill's Sadducismus
Triumphatus.
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shaped "elf-arrow-heads" and handed them over
to small hunch-backed elves, who sharpened
them and in turn passed them to the witches for
shooting. As the witches had no bows, they
flicked the arrows from their thumb-nails as they
sailed overhead on their straws and bean-stalks;
and the arrows killed those they hit, even through
a coat of armour. 19 This is the passage that led
Murray to her theory about the fugitive aboriginal
race; others will interpret it in a different sense.
Certainly we are a long, long way from those
commonplace feastings at Grangehill and Auldearn.

k T THE RISK OF SOME REPETITTOUSNESS

£ \ l will add one further sample, concerning the
famous sabbat supposed to have been held at a
(non-existent) place called Blokulla, or Blockula,
in Sweden, in 1669. Murray quotes the following
passages from a contemporary English translation
of a German pamphlet:
Another boy confessed too that one day he was
carried away by his mistress, and to perform the
journey he took his own father's horse out of the
meadow where it was, and upon his return she let
the horse go in her own ground. The next morning
the boy's father sought for his horse, and not finding
it, gave it over for lost; but the boy told him the
whole story, and so his father fetched the horse back
again.... In a huge large room of this house, they
said, there stood a very long table, at which the
witches did sit down. . . . They sat down to table,
and those that the Devil esteemed most, were placed
nearest to him, but the children must stand at the
door, where he himself gives them meat and drink.
The diet they did use to have there, was, they said,
broth and colworts and bacon in it, oatmeal, bread
spread with butter, milk and cheese. And they
added that sometimes
it tasted very well, and sometimes very ill.20
The reader would hardly divine what followed
the meal. The Devil mated with all the women
present, and in due course they produced sons
and daughters for him, who then married one
another, and brought forth toads and serpents.
Nor could one guess what other means of transportation were available for that same journey:
"For their journey, they said they made use of
all sorts of instruments, of beasts, of men, of
spits and posts, according as they had the
opportunity; if they do ride upon goats, and
have many children with them, so that all may
have room, they stick a spit into the back-side
of the goat, and then are anointed with the
aforesaid ointment"—which enables the whole
party to fly through the air "over churches and
high walls." 21
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Fertility Magicians?
is of course aware
of these fantastic features—but she
nevertheless contrives, by the way she arranges
her quotations, to give the impression that a
number of perfectly sober, realistic accounts of
the sabbat exist. They do not; and the implications
of that fact are, or should be, self-evident.
Stories which have manifestly impossible features
are not to be trusted in any particular, as evidence
of what physically happened. Since the stories of
witches' sabbats adduced by Murray abound in
such features, they are to be strongly distrusted.
As soon as the methods of historical criticism
are applied to her argument that women really
met to worship a fertility god, under the supervision of the god's human representatives, it is
seen to be just as fanciful as the argument which
Michelet had propounded, with far greater
poetic power, some sixty years earlier.
If Arno Runeberg had troubled to trace
Murray's quotations back to their origins, he
would perhaps never have produced Witches,
Demons and Fertility Magic at all. But once
published—by the Finnish Academy of Sciences
in 1947—the book lent new credibility to Murray's
central thesis. For it is by no means an unsophisticated work. It contains a mass of valuable
information about European folk-beliefs, much
of it directly relevant to the age-old popular
image of the witch. It has no use at all for such
fancies as the aboriginal race of dwarfs, or even
for the Dianic cult in the sense of a homogeneous
religion. Precisely because it avoids such eccentricities it has persuaded some serious historians,
right down to the present day, that the witchcraft we hear of at the close of the Middle Ages
was indeed derived from a fertility cult.22
Runeberg starts from prehistoric times. In a
world still dominated by the wilderness, primitive
hunters and farmers developed a form of magic
which was intended to influence the spirits of
forests and rivers and mountains. Popular
fertility rites, such as have survived in many
peasant communities almost to the present day,
are derived from that magic. But apart from these
rites, which were celebrated publicly, with the
whole village participating, there existed a
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22
Cf. J. B . Russell, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages
(Cornell
University Press, 1972), pp. 41-2.
23
A. Runeberg, Witches, Demons and Fertility
Magic, p . 230.

secret art, known only to specialists, i.e. to professional magicians. These magicians were men
and women who had learned how to penetrate
into the world of nature-spirits, how to become
like those spirits, how to influence them and to
partake of their powers. In the primitive worldview, nature-spirits and magicians alike "bestow
fertility, wealth and strength on whomever they
wish, at the same time that they smite their
enemies with sickness and death."23 The notion
of the maleficent magician, or witch, arose from
that of the "magical transfer." Witches used
magic to procure fertility and abundance in
their own crops and herds, which implied
inflicting a corresponding deprivation on one's
neighbours.
formed associations which met
secretly, at night, to perform communal rites.
By the close of the Middle Ages these associations were being severely persecuted by the
Church, for practising a pagan cult. The Cathars
were also being persecuted; and it was only
natural that the two harassed and outlawed
breeds should form an alliance, should indeed
amalgamate. Effected in the first instance in the
inaccessible valleys of southern France and of
the Alps, this alliance or amalgamation gave rise
to a new heretical sect, which spread gradually
over vast areas of western Europe. This is the
sect that we meet in the protocols of the witchtrials and the books of the witch-hunting magistrates. For Cathars and magicians alike, under
the pressure of persecution, turned to Devilworship. Traditional magic was transformed:

THE MAGICIANS

The participants in the "sabbath" were no longer
made up of primitive people who tried to influence
fertility for their own benefit and according to their
own conception of nature, but of sensation-mad,
degenerated individuals who actually were convinced that they worshipped Satan himself. The
incarnated deity of the witches was enacted by
adventurers and rogues....
In support of his view Runeberg lists a number
of similarities between, on the one hand, the
accounts of the witches' sabbat and, on the other
hand, various peasant rites and beliefs connected
with fertility. The large sabbats were commonly
supposed to be held at Easter, May Day, Whitsuntide, Midsummer, All Saints' Day, Christmas
or Lent. These are also the times for fertility rites.
The sabbats were supposed to involve circular
dances; these can be compared with the dance
around the May-pole. Banqueting and lovemaking figure in both kinds of ceremony, and
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so do figures in animal masks. Runeberg points
out, too, that the witches' Devil has some very
unexpected features: he is often called by a
name which is far more appropriate to a wood
spirit than to the Devil of Christian demonology.
Moreover, at the end of the sabbat the Devil
sometimes burns himself up—and this also
happens to various puppets representing the cornspirit or the wood-spirit. All this leads Runeberg
to the truly Frazerian conclusion. Popular
fertility rites and the secret fertility rites of the
witches have one and the same object—to kill
the "old" spirit of nature and then to resurrect
the same spirit in a new, youthful guise. Through
all the deformations resulting from contact with
Catharism and from the pressures of ecclesiastical
persecution, this original sub-structure can still
be discerned.
ON THE FACE OF IT, a plausible argument. Nevertheless, it does not prove the existence of an
organised body of witches.
There is simply no evidence that there ever
was a secret society of magicians, devoted to
fostering or exploiting the fertility of crops pr
herds. No theological treatise or confessor's
guide even hints at such a thing. In his efforts to
trace such a society Runeberg turns not to the
Middle Ages, when he claims it existed, but to
the 16th and 17th centuries; and not to primary
sources but to Margaret Murray. In the end the
only evidence he can produce turns out to consist
of those very same accounts of witches' sabbats
that I have just shown to be spurious. And the
parallels between fertility rites and sabbats can
all be explained without assuming that sabbats
ever took place.
A full century before Runeberg, Jacob Grimm
established that certain folk beliefs, including
beliefs about fertility, entered into the picture of
the sabbat. But that proves nothing about the
reality of the sabbat. Moreover, some of the
features listed by Runeberg have a far more
obvious explanation. It is not really surprising
that when the Lord of Hell has to vanish, he
should do so in flames. And if the times of the
year when the large sabbats were supposed to
be held were the times for fertility rites, they
also coincide with major feasts and saints' days
in the calendar of the Church. As witchcraft
was imagined as a blasphemous parody of Christianity, it was only to be expected that witches
would foregather at times which Christians
regarded as particularly sacred. On the other
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hand, most forms of maleficium cannot possibly
be explained as Runeberg tries to explain them,
in terms of "magical transfer." Witches were
supposed to harm their neighbours for the sake
of revenge, or out of pure malice, or on the
Devil's orders, and only occasionally and incidentally for the purpose of augmenting their
own stocks of food.

Psychedelic Sects?

E

LLIOT ROSE'S SPRIGHTLY BOOK, A Razor

for a Goat, was published by the University
of Toronto Press in 1962. No fertility cult here.
Margaret Murray is sharply criticised, both as
historian and anthropologist, while Arno Runeberg is not even mentioned. But Rose is just as
certain as they that an organisation of witches
existed, and just as ready to explain what it did,
and why. He too goes back to prehistoric times.
The famous cave-painting in the cave of the
Trois Freres in the French Pyrenees, showing
what may be a dancer in animal disguise, with
great branching horns, is taken to represent the
leader of a sorcerers' society. One wonders
whether Rose realised that the picture is reckoned
to be some 20,000 years old, for the argument
moves at one bound to the arrival of Christianity
in Northern Europe. Faced with that event, the
society of sorcerers transformed itself into a
secret sect, worshipping a god who was represented as half-man, half-animal, and adoring a
leader as the god's manifestation. The leader
was no longer disguised as a deer but as a goat;
and this was interpreted, first by the Church and
later by the sectarians themselves, as representing
the great adversary of the Christian God, Satan.
These sectarians were the witches. They were
Devil-worshippers; and their leaders, when they
dressed up as goat-like beings, were impersonating
the Devil himself.
For Rose the libidinous aspects of the sabbat
are all-important: the dancing, the copulation of
the leader with his followers and of the followers
with one another. They lead him to imagine a
cult centring on ecstatic experiences, and
especially attractive to women. In this view the
witch-cult becomes a successor, in a Christianised
Europe, of the Dionysian religion of ancient
Greece:
The dancers are clearly Bacchantes or Maenads,
and they are honouring the god who sends their
frenzy.... They are his servants, inspired by him,
submerging their individual wills in the inspiration.
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The "flying ointments" used by the witches
of persecution, formal organisation will have
were ecstasy-inducing drugs. The leaders of the
become still more important; so that in the end
cult (Rose calls them "horned shamans")
the forces of order did indeed find themselves
possessed the secret knowledge of herbs which
faced with a massive underground organisation
temporarily released human beings from the
of Devil-worshippers.
limitations of humanity; they were experts in
Rose's book ends with a startling comment.
the concoction of herbal drugs. Once more one
It mentions, as an established fact, that around
feels the Zeitgeist at work. Just as Murray's
1590 the "Grand Coven" of Scotland, controlling
Witch-Cult appeared when the vogue of The
"a large and powerful organisation of covens"
Golden Bough was at its height, so A Razor for a
was headed hy the Earl of Bothwell. Now, so far
Goat was published just as the craze for psychefrom being an established fact, this is sheer
delic experiments and experiences was building
fantasy—and the original begetter of the fantasy
up.
was none-other than Margaret Murray. Ten pages
of The Witch-Cult are devoted to arguing that
Rose accepts without question the reality of
Francis Stewart, Earl of Bothwell, took on the
sabbat assemblies both large and small. The fact
role of Devil in an effort to induce Scottish
that the large sabbats were held at fixed times of
witches to kill James VI by magical means, and
the year has nothing to do with any fertility cult—
so open the way for him to succeed to the throne.
it simply means that the witches, like their Greek
When The Witch-Cult first appeared a knowledgeprecursors, "celebrated on great occasions of
able reviewer commented:
the year the spiritual energy released by the use
of certain herbal drugs."
I cannot agree with Miss
Moreover he thinks that
Murray's account of the
Bothwell episode. I find
originally the rites themno evidence for his havselves probably differed
ing been the Devil except
from place to place,
her desire to believe it.21
standardisation being
first achieved in the 13 th
And anyone who reads
century. The standardthe record of the trial of
isers were goliards—
the alleged witches can
wandering scholars who,
only agree. Moreover, if
despite their educational
we are to believe that
qualifications, had failed
B o t h w e l l was t h e
Trial by water of a suspected witch.
to find employment in
"Devil", then we must
the Church.
also believe that this great lord made a hundred
or so of his male and female followers kiss his
I suggest they were able, by virtue of their superior
education and of the knowledge they pooled with
behind in the kirk of North Berwick. For that
each other, to gain acceptance by witches as masters
matter
we must believe that he accompanied them
of the craft, in several places where the cult held out;
through the air as they flew over the sea, to sink
and that they may have organized it and welded it
into a ramifying secret society. . . . From this time
ships at his command. The accused, after prothe regular coven with its regular meetings, its
longed
and agonising torture, said all these things
constituted officers and its rigid discipline may have
of their Devil; only, they never said that he was
come into being; from this time thirteen is taken as
the standard number in a cell. . . . Now uniformity
the Earl of Bothwell.25
became possible, and now itinerant witch-masters
carried out their visits of inspection in their allotted
circuits and met together to consult on the affairs of
CLEARLY THE "CASE" WHICH ROSE USES to clinch
the craft and exchange the fruits of their learning
his
argument was taken not from the original
and experience. Any practice that had formerly been
sources but from Murray. It is a revealing slip.
purely local might now become the custom of the
society as a whole....
Though he wrote his book largely in order to
combat some of Murray's more glaring fallacies,
In the 16th and 17th centuries, under the pressure
he remained under her influence. By her selective
24
W . R. Halliday, in Folk-Lore, vol. X X X I I I (1922),
use of sources Murray had been able to persuade
p . 25
228, note.
others as well as herself that there really were
Cf., in Pitcairn, Criminal Trials, vol. I, part 3,
covens, in the sense of fixed, local groups of
Newes from Scotland. Declaring the damnable life of
Doctor Fian a notable Sorcerer . .. [1591], p . 216, a n d
witches. This was indeed one of her most original
especially, in the indictment against Agnes Sampson,
contributions to the misinterpretation of history.
p p . 235, 239.
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Rose adopted the idea of the coven without, it
would seem, ever recognising its origin or questioning its validity. Like Runeberg, he wrote a
better book than The Witch-Cult. Like Runeberg,
he made ingenious suggestions as to what an
organisation of witches might have been like.
But when one asks for proofs that an organisation
of witches really existed, nothing is forthcoming
beyond those sources which Murray had already
offered—and which, when examined, turn out to
be full of the wildest fantasies.
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of witch gatherings are with very few exceptions
the chronicle of actual fact." And again:
There persists a congeries of solid proven fact
which cannot be ignored, save by the purblind prejudice of the rationalist, and cannot be accounted
for save that we recognize that there were and are
organizations deliberately, nay26even enthusiastically,
devoted to the service of evil.

Not that Summers himself wholly denies the
claims of rationalism, for he follows Murray in
playing down the manifestly impossible features
in the accounts of the sabbat. Where a sabbat
story can be made to look natural by omitting
Facts and Fantasies certain details, he omits them. The physical
presence of the Devil at the sabbat is interpreted
ESS READ, PERHAPS, than they used to be,
as Murray interpreted it: men impersonated the
the works of Montague Summers still
Devil (and sure enough one of those men was
deserve mention in this context. Both The History
of Witchcraft andDemonology and The Geography Francis Stewart, Earl of Bothwell). As for flight
of Witchcraft were originally published, in 1926 through the air, Summers claims that it rarely
figures in such accounts—though in fact it is a
and 1927 respectively, in the Kegan Paul series
stock feature. In his basic outlook Summers is
"The History of Civilization", edited by that
utterly opposed to Murray and her disciples. For
eminent Cambridge personality C. K. Ogden.
them witchcraft is a purely human creation. For
Both were republished as recently as 1963-5; and
him it is an extreme manifestation of the unremitsome of their basic contentions continue to be
ting war of Satan against God. But he is just as
taken seriously by some historians down to the
convinced as they that an organisation of witches
present day.
existed, and held meetings—and just as unable to
Summers claimed, though with doubtful
produce any credible evidence for that view; or
justification, to be in holy orders. What is certain
rather, any evidence that remains credible if
is that he was a religious fanatic: a Roman
pursued to its source.
Catholic of a kind now almost extinct—obsessed
by thoughts of the Devil, perpetually ferreting
out Satan's servants whether in past epochs or
A New Study
in the contemporary world; horrified yet at the
HE SCHOOL OF THOUGHT we have been
same time fascinated by tales of Satan-worship,
considering is by no means extinct, even
promiscuous orgies, cannibalistic infanticide and
among
professional historians. On the contrary,
the rest. He was also a prolific writer, whose
it
has
recently
found a new and vigorous expoproductions included, in addition to the works
nent in Professor Jeffrey Russell, of the Univermentioned above, half-a-dozen editions and
sity of California. Professor Russell is a distintranslations of witch-hunters' manuals, three
guished
medievalist who has specialised in the
books on werewolves and vampires, a book on
history
of
religious dissent. His Witchcraft in the
the Marquis de Sade, and numerous editions of
Middle Ages, published by Cornell University
Restoration comedies.
Press in 1972, is by far the most learned attempt
For Summers witches were what the witchever
made to show that witchcraft really was an
hunters of the 15th, 16th and 17th centuries said
organised, anti-Christian religion. It could well
they were: members of a conspiracy, organised
convince many who have not been convinced by
and controlled by Satan, to bring about the
any of the works I have mentioned above.
destruction of Christianity and the spiritual and
As its title indicates, the book deals not with
physical ruination of mankind. The confessions
the great witch-hunt of the 16th and 17th cengiven in witchcraft trials and the stories in the
turies but with its medieval antecedents. More
manuals and memoirs of witch-hunting magisspecifically, it aims to show that witchcraft was a
trates are accepted as true in essentials. "We
cult, indeed a sect, which developed out of
know," he writes, "that the Continental stories
medieval heresy:

L

T

28
M. Summers, The History of Witchcraft and
Demonology (London, 1926), pp. xi, 4.

The development of medieval witchcraft is closely
bound to that of heresy, the struggle for the expres-
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sion of religious feeling beyond the limits tolerated
by the Church.
Like heresy, medieval witchcraft can be understood only if it is studied in the context in which it
flourished—the context of a profoundly Christian
civilisation. It was a protest against the dominant
religion, and this meant that it was also a form of
social rebellion. "The witch was a rebel against
Church and society at a time when the two were
wholly identified." That is why towards the close
of the Middle Ages, in a time of economic,
political and social crisis, witchcraft increased
along with other forms of revolt.27
Russell does not, of course, claim that every
form of religious dissent, or heresy, contributed
to the development of witchcraft. But he does
claim that one particular tendency, perhaps even
one particular tradition, contributed mightily.
The groups which he regards as representative of
that tendency or tradition are those which, between the 11th and 15th centuries, in France,
Germany and Italy, were accused of worshipping
the Devil, holding indiscriminate erotic orgies,
killing and eating babies. Russell believes that
these accusations were mostly justified. Indeed,
he regards these groups as being already, in all
essentials, organisations of witches. Writing of the
period 1000-1150 he comments:
Through its connection with heresy, witchcraft in
this period witnessed the addition of new elements
and the further development and definition of older
ones: the sex orgy, the feast, the secret meetings at
night in caves, cannibalism, the murder of children,
the express renunciation of God and adoration of
demons, the desecration of the cross and the sacraments. All these had now becomefixedelements in
the composition of witchcraft.
Indeed one section, dealing with certain German
heretics of the early 13th century, is headed simply
"HERETIC WITCHES." By the time of the great
witch-hunt new features have appeared, but most
of these too are treated as reflecting real practices.
Of course witches did not fly through the air,
but witches' sabbats took place, and in very much
the form traditionally ascribed to them. Instead
of being held in a cave or cellar they were held in
the open air. The participants were mostly women;
and the proceedings were dominated throughout
by a being who was understood to be the Devil.
Still addicted to their old practices, blasphemous,
promiscuous and cannibalistic, the witches
27
J. B. Russell, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages,
3, 22, 26, 266.

nevertheless devoted much of their attention to
their master. They kissed his behind and, being
mostly women, copulated with him. Russell considers that "the stirrings of feminine discontent"
may have contributed to "the orgiastic elements in
the witches' revels." But he also notes that
copulation with the Devil was not pleasurable.
He advances a number of hypotheses in explanation of this paradox; one being that "we cannot
suppose t h a t . . . a woman submitting sexually to
a being she believes to be the Devil can be wholly
relaxed."

T

HE WITCHES of the

15th,

16th

and

17th

centuries, then, were adherents of the most
extreme of all heresies, members of the most
nihilistic of all sects. But this heresy and this sect
were the products of a Christian society which insisted on religious conformity, and they drew new
strength from every drive to enforce that conformity. The Inquisition was largely responsible
for the spread of witchcraft, but only because of
all institutions it was the one most directly concerned with repressing dissent. In the last analysis
medieval Christian civilisation as a whole was
responsible.
Yet if that is the main purport of Russell's
argument, it is not the whole purport. For, like so
many before him, he also believes that witchcraft
was partly rooted in folk practices and beliefs
connected with fertility. Fully aware of the
inadequacies of Margaret Murray's work, he
nevertheless takes her central thesis seriously.
Like Runeberg, he holds that fertility rites, with
dancing, eroticism, banqueting and the rest, were
transformed by the pressures of a hostile Christian
society into the witches' sabbat. Moreover he
considers that "enormous weight" has been lent
to Runeberg's view by the researches of the Italian
scholar Carlo Ginzburg. As he sees it, Ginzburg's
book / Benandanti (published in 1966) illustrates
how members of a fertility cult were transformed
into witches. Up to 1610 a group of peasants in
the district of Friuli in northern Italy fought
pitched battles at night against "members of the
local witch cult." By 1640, after a generation of
inquisitorial trials, they were generally regarded,
and even regarded themselves, as being Devilworshipping witches. In Russell's view "no firmer
bit of evidence has ever been presented that
witchcraft existed."
pp. Such is the case presented in Witchcraft in the
Middle Ages for believing that there really was an
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Was there ever a Society of Witches?
organisation, indeed, a sect of witches. It is
presented with great erudition and persuasiveness—and nevertheless it completely fails to stand
up.
To DEAL FIRST WITH THE MATTER of the fertility

cult. The whole argument is based on a misreading of / Benandanti. For as described by Ginzburg,
the Friuli peasants did not reallyfightbattles with
"members of the local witch cult"—they went
into cataleptic trances during which they dreamed
that, mounted on boats and cats, they fought
witches. All that happened physically was that
they lay motionless in bed, as though dead, for a
couple of hours. Ginzburg's researches do not in
any way confirm Runeberg's contention that real
gatherings of fertility cultists were transformed,
by persecution, into witches' sabbats.
That Russell should so misunderstand the
purport of Ginzburg's book is itself significant.
It points to a methodological confusion which
leads him into other, more serious errors.
What people thought happened is as interesting as
what "objectively did happen", and much more
certain.
No doubt—but the two things are by no means
the same. Thirty or forty years ago great numbers
of Germans believed that world affairs were in the
hands of the Jews, who in turn were controlled by
a secret government known as the Elders of Zion;
while great numbers of Russians believed that
Soviet society was riddled from top to bottom by
followers of Trotsky who were also agents of the
"imperialist" powers. In both cases, the prevalence of such beliefs facilitated the destruction of
many millions of human beings. The historian's
interpretation of those events will differ greatly
according to whether he regards the beliefs as
having been substantially correct—or, on the
contrary, grossly misguided. In the case of the
great witch-hunt the situation was more complex
than in the modern persecutions; but it is still the
historian's task to distinguish between fact and
fantasy so far as is humanly possible.
THE TASK IS NOT AS INSUPERABLE as Russell, in

certain passages, makes it sound. I have elsewhere
stated my own grounds for not accepting the
existence of a sect of orgiastic, infanticidal, cannibalistic, Devil-worshipping heretics between the
11th and 15th centuries. Russell himself explicitly
states that charges of ritually murdering children
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and consuming their blood were "absurd" when
brought against Jews. Had he included the case of
the Fraticelli in his study, he might have concluded, as I did, that similar stereotyped accusations
were no more justified when levelled against
heretics. My grounds for not accepting even in
part the tales of witches' sabbats, as they were
retailed from the 15th century onwards, have been
made abundantly clear in the course of the present
article. In my view, stories which contain manifestly impossible elements ought not to be
accepted as evidence for physical events.
There is a further reason why the notion of a
secret society of witches cannot be satisfactorily
explained by postulating the real existence of such
a society. Present-day anthropologists have found
very similar notions firmly embedded in the
world-views of "primitive" societies in various
parts of the world. Bands of destructive witches
who kill human beings, especially children; who
travel by night by supernatural means; and who
foregather in remote spots to devour their victims—these crop up again and again in anthropological literature. But anthropologists are
agreed that these bands exist in imagination only.
Nobody has ever come across a real society of
witches. And that indeed is the nub: from Jarcke
and Mone onwards, the tradition we have been
considering has suffered from the same defect, of
grossly underestimating the capacities of human
imagination.
Taken as a whole, that tradition itself forms a
curious chapter in the history of ideas. Over a
period of a century-and-a-half, the non-existent
society of witches has been repeatedly re-interpreted in the light of the intellectual preoccupations of the moment. The theories of Jarcke and
Mone were clearly inspired by the current dread
of secret societies; that of Michelet, by his
enthusiasm for the emancipation of the working
classes and of women; those of Murray and
Runeberg, by the Frazerian belief that religion
originally consisted of fertility cults; those of
Rose and Russell, maybe, by the spectacle of the
psychedelic and orgiastic experiments of the
1960s.
But it is time to turn to the other traditional
explanation of how the stereotype of a sect of
witches came into being in medieval Europe.
{A second article will be published in the next number
of ENCOUNTER.)
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sufficient to inscribe on his tombstone as a
compendium of his political beliefs:

Column

He was against the Common Market

SAY that
T HEY
people were bored

who as long as they have
voted at all have voted consistently and almost
automatically for the Labour Party, do not easily
change their allegiance. But I would hazard the
guess, having no opinion poll on the subject to
guide me, that last month more people did, both
ways, than in any previous election. Nor could
anyone be blamed for being confused and
perplexed. The prospects before us, if contemplated in a calm moment, are so bleak that no single
party can safely be entrusted with our future.
Perhaps that is why at the last moment Mr
Heath played the card of "National Unity", and
it very nearly took the winning trick; but he
played it too late, and in any case he was unable
to tell us what we should unite about. What was
worse, the form of unity he offered us was one
which, by their own wish, excluded the trade
unions, and this was the kind of unity which
nearly everyone, thinking of the winter ahead,
wished to avoid like the plague. It might have
been quite different if the winter was over.
Mr Heath also suffered from a different kind of
handicap. Throughout his political career, his
public image has been essentially that of a combative, aggressive character who knows his own
mind and is determined to have his own way at all
costs. "Tough" and "abrasive" were the adjectives journalists liked to apply to him. Indeed it
was for these very qualities that he was elected to
the leadership of the Conservative Party; it was
felt that he was the kind of man who had the
weight of armour to engage in mortal combat with
Mr Harold Wilson and come out undamaged.
But in this election he chose to emerge as the
conciliator and moderator, the man who could
reconcile conflicting purposes and interests; and
the reversal of roles was too sudden and too much
for him.
It was not the implausibility of the change that
mattered. We have come to expect our politicians
to be men for all seasons. It was quite simply that
Mr Heath possesses none of the tricks of the
actor, which enable him to play one part just as
well as another, however different, and which
have become even more essential to the politician
since the invention of television. Mr Heath is
totally lacking in those arts which are part of an
actor's stock in trade: timing, sensing the mood
of the audience, convincingly fabricating emotions which he does not have. In the role of the
Great Conciliator he was singularly unconvincing,
as if Harold Lloyd had been cast as Hamlet.
In any case, the role itself was misconceived. In
British politics, policies of "National Unity" are
not a successful means of reconciling sharply
PEOPLE LIKE MYSELF,

during the election, and
that two in six months
was altogether too
much of a good thing.
But for me at least
elections still retain
something of the excitement of the first one in
which I ever participated, which was at the age of
11 in the great Cardiganshire by-election of 1921.
A remote Welsh rural constituency for a moment
held the fate of Lloyd George and his government
in its hands, and the eyes of the entire world were
upon it. I cannot have enough of elections, and
often wish I were a citizen of the United States,
which seems to have elections of various kinds
almost every day. What I find boring is not elections themselves but the televised version of them;
for me, television is a kind of vampire,
sucking all the blood and life out of the electoral
process, and leaving only the dry bones
behind.
Indeed, I found this last particular election
more than usually fascinating because of the
seriousness, complexity and difficulty of the issues
involved, and most of all perhaps because of the
almost insoluble problem of how in the end one
ought to cast one's vote. Fortunately, almost at
the last moment the matter was decided for me.
On the eve of the poll I was walking home, when
out of the gathering dusk, thickened by a slight
mist from the river, I heard a voice monotonously
repeating: "Vote for Peter Walker! Vote for Peter
Walker. Peter Walker is against the Common
Market! Peter Walker is against the Common
Market!"
It was the loud-speaker van of the Labour
Candidate in my constituency and, as in a sudden
moment of illumination, all my doubts and hesitations were swept away. So crude, so peremptory,
so negative an appeal to the most primitive
instincts of the electorate disqualified any candidate, it seemed to me, from discharging the duties
and responsibilities of a Member of Parliament,
and left me no choice except to vote against Mr
Walker. Even so, my hand trembled as I marked
my ballot paper in the morning; but the memory
of that voice in the darkness resolved my doubts,
stiffened my sinews, and brought me to the
sticking point.
On this occasion, Mr Walker was defeated, but
only by the narrowest of margins. I like to think
that his eve-of-poll appeal made all the difference.
Perhaps when in the distant future the time comes
for Mr Walker's obituary to be written, it will be
42
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