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teenth and early twentieth centuries. I I According to this approach, the 
central feature of religion is that it supplicates God or the gods, and the 
main characteristic of magic is that it coerces spiritual beings or forces. 
Religion treats the gods as free agents, whose good will must be won 
through submission and ongoing veneration. Magic tries to manipulate 
the spirits - or impersonal spiritual forces seen as flowing throughout 
nature- mechanically, in much the same way one might use electricity by 
turning it on or off. From this perspective the border between religion and 
magic becomes difficult to discern. A person who tries to coerce God by 
using rituals mechanically can be seen as practicing magic; indeed, six
teenth-century Protestants charged that this was precisely what Roman 
Catholics were doing. In recent years even anthropologists have tended to 
put little stock by this pat distinction, but in the general reading public it 
remains so deeply entrenched that many people see it as the natural 
meaning of the terms. 

Unfortunately, this way of distinguishing magic from religion is 
unhelpful in dealing with the medieval material. First of all, the sources tell 
us little about precisely how medieval people conceived the force of their 
actions. Did the user of the W olfsthurn handbook intend to coerce God by 
incorporating liturgical formulas into curative rituals, or did these rituals 
reflect a deep (if unsophisticated) faith and piety? The handbook 
itself gives no clue; �~�o�r� do other, similar sources. Secondly, ordinary 
people in medieval Europe probably did not distinguish sharply between 
coercion and supplication. When they used charms such as those in the 
Wolfsthurn book they surely expected their efforts to have influence; 
sometimes this influence might be coercive, and sometimes supplicatory, 
but there was ample room for uncertainty about which form it would 
take. Prayer could be likewise ambiguous: Christ had promised to do 
anything that his fo1l0wers requested in his name Oohn 14: 14), and.a 
Christian with faith would surely expect this promise to be unfailing, but 
the attitudes of those who invoked Christ's name could run the gamut 
from magical incantation at one extreme to mystical piety at the other, 
and simple Christians were unlikely to analyze precisely where along this 
spectrum their own intentions lay. Indeed, people in premodern Europe 
probably viewed their medicine in similarly ambivalent ways: even if a 
cure was tried and "proven," the force of its influence in a given case 
would be hard to calculate in advance. In the case of demonic magic, there 
is still a third reason why (t is unhelpful to focus on the intended force: 
there were magicians who thought they could coerce demons, but only 
because they had previously supplicated God and obtained divine power 

11 William A. Lessa and Evon Z. Vogt. eds .• Reader ill Comparative Religioll: All Allthropo
logical Approach. 4th edn. (New York: Harper & Row. 1979). 332-62. 
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over the demons. If we start by assuming a fundamental distinction 
between coercion and supplication, we will make little sense of these 
complexities. 

Some of the cases we will examine ~o indeed suggest that people using 
magic were trying to compel demons, or the powers of nature, or God. 
The intent to coerce was thus one characteristi~ of these particular magical 
acts. But intentions are so ambiguous, complex, and variable that it is 
unhelpful to take the intended force as the crucial and defining characteris
tic of magic in general. 

The definitions given above for natural and demonic magic will be our 
starting-points, then, for exploring the role of magic in medieval culture. 
We must bear in mind, however, that these definitions came from a 
particular class within medieval society, those with theological and philo
sophical education. In using their definitions we must be careful not to let 
their viewpoint overshadow entirely that of their unlettered contempo
raries. The problem is a familiar one. All of our sources for medieval 
culture come from that small segment of the population that knew how to 
write, and there is no shortcut from their mental world to that of the 
illiterate populace. The best we can do is read the documents sensitively, 
with the right questions in mind. In what ways did the literate elite share 
or absorb the mentality of the common people? Do some writings reflect 
the views of ordinary people better than others? Can we accurately 
reconstruct popular notions from learned attacks on them? Do the defini
tions of magic used by the intellectuals reflect or distort popular ways of 
viewing things? The intellectuals have the advantage of having formu
lated explicit theories and definitions for us to read and adopt. The rest of 
society also had its ways of thinking about the world, but its views are 
harder to reconstruct. Popular and learned mentalities were sometimes 
alike and sometimes different, and to see the relationship between them 
we must read the evidence carefully, case by case. 

What we will discover, particularly in comparing popular with 
learned notions, is that the history of m'lgic is above all a crossing-point 
where the exploitation of natural forces and the invocation of demonic 
powers intersect. One could summarize the history of medieval magic in 
capsule form by saying that at the popular level the tendency was to 
conceive magic as natural, while among the intellectuals there were three 
competing lines of thought: an assumption , developed in the early cen
turies of Christianity, that all magic involved at least an implicit reliance 
on demons; a grudging recognition, fostered especially by the influx of 
Arabic learning in the twelfth century, that much magic was in fact 
natural; and a fear, stimulated in the later Middle Ages by the very real 
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exercise of necromancy, that magic involved an all too explicit invocation 
of demons even when it pretended to be innocent. But at this point we are 
getting ahead of our story. 

PLAN FOR THIS BOOK 

One of the clearest distinctions between high and popular culture in 
medieval Europe is that intellectuals derived many of their conceptions of 
magic from their reading of classical literature. Before we can understand 
how classical and medieval notions related to each other, and how writers 
around the thirteenth century began to cast off the classical mantle, or at 
least wear it differently, we must examine this inheritance from antiquity. 
That will be the task of Chapter 2, which will deal with the period up to 
about A.D. 500; the rest of the book will deal with magic in western and 
central Europe from about 500 to around 1500. 

If the classical culture of the ancient Graeco-Roman world was one 
major source of medieval magic, the traditional culture of the Germanic 
and Celtic peoples was another, and we will turn to this in Chapter 3. 
Because we know much less about the magic of these northern European 
cultures, however, this presentation will be relatively brief. 

Chapter 4 will argue that certain forms of magic were so widespread 
that they formed a "common tradition," found among both clergy and 
laity, among both nobles and commoners, among both men and women, 
and (with certain qualifications) among townspeople and country people, 
in later medieval Europe. This is not to say that such magic was always and 
everywhere the same, but its basic forms were essentially similar wherever 
it occurred. 

In Chapter 5 we will look at the notions of magic prevalent in the 
courtly culture of later medieval Europe. The chronological focus here 
will be the twelfth through the fifteenth centuries, when courts had 
become established in many parts of Europe as major cultural centers. 
Geographically, this chapter will center mostly on France and on other 
countries influenced by French culture. The point, however, will not be 
simply to examine a particular region but to analyze a distinctive attitude 
toward magic that seems to have become prevalent around the twelfth 
century: a more or less romantic and at times quite fanciful notion of 
magic. 

Something else was happening around the twelfth century: the impor
tation of Arabic learning into western Europe, which brought with it new 
conceptions of the occult sciences, including astrology, alchemy, and 
related areas of natural magic. By the thirteenth century the material 
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brought in from Arabic culture was so widespread and so influential that 
intellectuals had to undertake fundamental reconsideration of their views 
on magic. We will trace this development in Chapter 6. 

Again, at about the same time a more sinister magic began to take hold 
in certain corners: the explicitly demonic magic of necromancy, which 
seems to have flourished mainly in a kind of cl~rical underworld . This will 
be the subject of Chapter 7. As we will see, this is not unrelated to the rise 
of the new learning derived from Muslim culture, yet it is not simply an 
offshoot of that development. 

At every stage we will try to relate the theory and practice of magic to 
its various cultural contexts. Doing so will inevitably involve some 
artificiality, since society cannot be divided neatly into different cultural 
settings. The same individual might be a courtier and also a member of 
that intellectual avant-garde that was importing Muslim forms of magic. 
Or he might be a courtier and also a figure in that clerical underworld that 
practiced necromancy. Historians can set up all the conceptual walls they 
want, but they should not be surprised when medieval people pass 
through them freely, like ghosts. Nonetheless, the categories can prove 
useful even if they are not mutually exclusive. 

Finally, in Chapter 8, we will see how Church and state reacted to all 
these forms of magic. We will survey the moral condemnations by 
theologians and preachers, the prohibitions enacted by legislators, and the 
prosecution by both ecclesiastical and secular courts. It might be interest
ing to deal with these matters within each chapter: to show how the 
authorities reacted first to the "common tradition" of magic, then to the 
each of the new developments in the twelfth and following centuries. Yet 
the authorities who condemned and prohibited magic tended in so doing 
to conflate its various forms, and the judges who prosecuted people for 
magic often charged them with different kinds of magical offense in the 
same trial. To see how different types of magic became confused with each 
other in condemnation, legislation, and prohibition we must reserve 
all this for the final chapter, which will serve to sum up what we have 
examined elsewhere. 



2 

THE CLASSICAL INHERIT ANCE 

Archaeological evidence provides vivid details from the magic of an
tiquity. For example, in 1934 a lead plate dating from the era of the Roman 
Empire was unearthed in London. Someone had taken the trouble to rip it 
from a building, write an inscription on it, and pound seven nails through 
it. The inscription reads: 

I curse Tretia Maria and her life and mind and memory and liver and lungs mixed 
up together, and her words, thoughts and memory; thus may she be unable to 
speak what things are concealed ... 1 

One can only conjecture what sort of scandalla y behind this chilling curse. 
We do know, however, that it is not an isolated case. Through much of 
the Roman Empire people with enemies to dispatch might try doing so by 
writing a curse on some object, usually a small lead tablet. To heighten the 
magical efficacy they would often transfix the object with a nail and bury 
it or drop it into a well, where it could take its place amid the powers of the 
nether world. 

Archaeologists have also turned up amulets made from magical gems, 
especially in Egypt. These present magic in a less obviously sinister form, 
since they could serve for protection or healing, but they could be put to 
other ends as well. One such gem (Figure 3a) has a picture of a mummy, 
with the inscription "Philippa's child Antipater sleeps." The person using 
the gem evidently wanted., a certain Antipater to sleep like a mummy, 
which is a not very subtle way of saying he wanted Antipater dead. 
Another gem shows a female figure, possibly the goddess Isis, with a long 

1 R. G. Collingwood and R. P. Wright, The Roman Inscriptions ojBritain, vol. 1 (Oxford: 
Clarendon, (965), 3- 4· 
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spiral of meaningless letters around her. On the reverse is an inscription 
asking that one Achillas be brought back to a certain Dionysias. In other 
words, a woman named Dionysias was using the gem for love magic, in 
hopes that it might bring Athillas to her. Evidently it failed, since a further 
inscription in a cruder hand reads "Bring him back or lay him low." If the 
gem would not work for love magic, perhaps it could work better for 
more sinister purposes.2 . 

While these gems have short formulas inscribed on them, much fuller 
texts are to be found in the magical papyri: sheets of papyrus with magical 
writing on them in Greek or in the Demotic language of Egypt. The 
abundance and explicit character of these texts make them some of our 
most important sources for the magic of antiquity. Fourth- and fifth
century Egypt was rife with these · papyri, though the oldest known 
example comes from the first century B.C. The general flavor is suggested 
by this formula for love magic: 

I adjure you, demon of the dead ... cause Sarapion to pine and melt away out of 
passion for Dioskorous, whom Tikoi bore. Inflame his heart, cause it to melt, and 
suck out his blood out oflove, passion, and pain over me .. . And let him do all the 
things in my mind, and let him continue loving me, until he arrives in Hades.3 

The papyrus goes on to list magical names and characters. Other such 
papyri sometimes repeat long magical words, progressively abridged 
with each repetition, such as: 

ablanathanablanamacharamaracharamarach 
ablanathanablanamacharamaracharamara 
ablanathanablanamacharamaracharamar 
ablanathanablanamacharamaracharama 

And so forth, until nothing but the initial "A" remains. In the same era, 
magicians in the Mediterranean world were devising other magical words 
like "abracadabra" and "abraxas" to use on amulets or papyri. Still other 
papyri tell how to transfer insomnia from one person to another by 
writing an inscription on a seashell, or how to make a woman disclose her 
secrets while sleeping. For the latter purpose one takes a strip of hieratic 
papyrus, inscribes it with powerful names and characters, wraps it around 
a hoopoe's heart that has been marinated in myrrh, and puts it in an 
appropriate place on the sleeping woman's body. It is remarkable that any 
of this material has survived, considering that the Roman government 
took a dim view of such things; in a single year the emperor Augustus (63 
B.C.-A.D. 14) is said to have had two thousand magical scrolls burned. 

2 Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-Egyptian (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, [950), nos. [5[ and [56. 

3 The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, PGM xvi, ed. Hans Dieter Betz (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, [986), 252. 
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It would be difficult to distinguish here between magic and religion. 
The people who used these amulets and spells invoked all the powers they 
knew, and the strongest of these were the superhuman ones. Not only do 
the magical papyri and other sources contain endless appeal to the deities;i 
they also ascribe their magical formulas to the kindness of those gods who 
have taught such things to mortals. 

Christian authorities warned incessantly against this occultism, but 
their warnings went unheeded in many quarters, even within the Chris
tian fold. The magical papyri often use Jewish and Christian names for 
God or Christ among their other magical formulas. One magical gem had 
"ho on" (Greek for "the Existing") inscribed on it, surely as an allusion to 
the God of Exodus 3:14, and an otherwise meaningless series ofletters on 
this amulet discloses an echo of the Hebrew Tetragrammaton "YHWH", 

again a name for God (Fig. 3a). Far more explicit is a gem from around the 
third century that shows Christ crucified, with kneeling figures on either 
side of him, the inscription "Jesus M[essiah)" written in Aramaic, and 
magical characters on the reverse side (Fig. 3b). While it may be that non
Christian magicians were drawing on the power of the Christian God, it 
seems likely that Christians themselves were dabbling at times in magic. 

All this material is available to us because of archaeologists' and 
antiquarians' diligence, but little of it was known in medieval Europe. 
What did survive above ground, in fair abundance, were the writings of 
Greeks, Egyptians, and Romans about magic, and these had profound 
influence in medieval culture. The scientific and philosophical literature 
of antiquity, even when it did not deal expressly with magic, helped to 
form medieval notions of what was possible and impossible in the physical 
world and thus contributed to medieval understanding of magic. Fic
tionalliterature in classical Greek and Latin provided stories about magic 
that could be cited, often as fact, in medieval writings. The Bible itself, and 
extrabiblical (or "apocryphal") literature similar to the books of the Bible, 
contributed further stories about magic. And Christian writers from the 
early centuries of the Church's history carried on a continuous diatribe of 
condemnations, interpretations, and prohibitions directed against magical 
practice, all of which helped to refine the notions of magic that persisted 
among churchmen throughout the Middle Ages. Medieval Europeans 
thus inherited a wealth of writings about magic; the way they used this 
inheritance depended on how they interpreted this mass of varied and 
often problematic material.: 

SCIENTIFIC AND PHILOSOPHICAL LITERATURE 

The intellectuals of antiquity might look askance at magic, but their 
attitudes were usually ambivalent. One of the best examples is the Natural 
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History of Pliny the Elder (ca. A.D. 23-'79), a compendious survey of all the 
sciences. Drawing from personal experience and from numerous earlier 
authorities, Pliny gives a picture of the heavens, Earth and its peoples, 
animals, plants, drugs, minerals, and metals. In his discussion of plants and 
their medicinal uses (books 20-'7) he rarely includes magical cures, though 
he does occasionally tell of popular customs such as using a herb for an 
amulet. When he turns to the curative power~ of animals and their effluvia 
(books 28-30), however, the picture changes. He starts by acknowledging 
that much of what he is going to tell will arouse disgust; he does not mind, 
since he is only interested in providing information that will help people. 
He proceeds to catalogue the curative and other powers of animal bodies, 
and in the process he often cites exotic and apparently senseless ingredi
ents. He mentions eating spotted lizards, imported from abroad and 
boiled, as a cure for dysentery. The remedies he gives often seem to rely 
for their effect on hidden and symbolic powers; he does not refer to these 
powers as magical, but they are the sort that later writers would cite in 
discussing natural magic . Elsewhere he mentions a belief that the tongue 
of a live frog, set over the heart of a woman while she sleeps, will compel 
her to answer all questions truthfully. Dirt from a wheel rut can heal the 
bite of a shrew-mouse, because the effects of the bite, presumably like the 
mouse itself, "will not cross a wheel rut owing to a sort of natural torpor. " 
Pliny clearly does not place equal faith in all such prescriptions. Often he 
hedges by ascribing them to the magi or to common lore: "they saY" this 
and "they do" that. He reports that "hyena stones," taken from the eyes of 
hyenas, bestow prophetic gifts on a person if they are placed under the 
tongue, "if we can believe such a thing." It is even possible to read his 
entire section on the medicinal use of animals as essentially a catalogue of 
follies. Yet he takes the trouble to accumulate all this lore, allegedly as an 
aid to human health, and he seems unwilling to dismiss altogether even 
those formulas that he distrusts. In any event, later readers did not take him 
to be skeptical, but attached the authority of his name to every manner of 
marvel. 

It is in his discussion of gems and their powers (books 38-'7) that he is 
perhaps most wide-eyed. The diamond is so hard that nature's "most 
powerful substances," iron and fire, cannot break it, yet it can be shattered 
if soaked in warm goat's blood. Here more than anywhere else, he says, 
the principles of sympathy and antipathy can be seen at work, principles 
which lie at the heart of his science. He presumably means that the ignoble 
blood of the goat can undo the nobility of the diamond because of the 
antipathy of these two substances. 

To whose researches or to what accident must we attribute this discovery? What 
inference could have led anyone to use the foulest of creatures for testing a priceless 
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Fig. 3(a and b). Magical gems from late antiquity 
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substance such as this? Surely it is to divinities that we must attribute such 
inventions and all such bendits. 4 

When Pliny speaks expressly of magic he is referring not to his own 
methods but to those of the magi, and for these exotic charlatans he has 
nothing but contempt. If there were any value at all in their concoctions, 
the emperor Nero would have been a formidable figure indeed, since he 
studied the magical art with its best teachers, but in fact he was a man of 
little accomplishment. Magic has the shadow of truth only because it 
makes use of poisons. A magician may supplement his toxins with the 
mumbo-jumbo of rituals and spells, but it is the poisons themselves that 
have effect. No sooner has Pliny dismissed magic, however, than he again 
hedges: "There is no one who is not afraid of spells and incantations," 
evidently even scientists and philosophers. 

Much the same ambivalence shows in other scientific writers. 
Dioscorides (first century A.D.), whose work on the medicinal use of 
animals, plants, and minerals is a classic of early pharmacology, could not 
withhold his awe at the wondrous powers of certain stones. For this he was 
ridiculed by the famous physician Galen (ca. A.D. I 3 (}-ca. 200), who 
decried magic yet recommended gathering a herb with the left hand, 
preferably before sunrise, for maximum effect. More important for future 
development was Galen's notion that certain drugs work in a wondrous 
manner not because of any particular ingredient or quality in them but by 
virtue of their "whole substance." He did not yet speak explicitly of occult 
powers, but he laid the ground for this notion by suggesting that a plant or 
animal could have marvelous curative force not reducible to any specific 
property. Seneca (ca. 4 B.C.-A.D. 65) , in his scientific writings, at times 
used Pliny's device of reporting marvels of nature as common belief rather 
than as truth. Yet he had profound confidence in the validity of divina
tion: the movement of planets, the falling of meteors, the flight of birds, 
and especially the occurrence of thunder and lightning served for him as 
portents of future events. For these men the occult powers and signs 
within nature were not inherently magical. Magic was a parody of such 
things, the practice of the infamous magi. Yet their scientific writings 
provided material for what later writers would indeed call magic. The 
same is true of the "herbals," or books about medicinal herbs, which 
provided a lush growth of lore about the wondrous powers of plants . 

The most important classical writings in this area, vital for their impact 
on occult science both in antiquity and in later ages, were works on 

4 Natural History, vol. 10, xxxvii.IS, trans. D . E. Eichholz (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1962), 21I. Pliny is speaking of the adamas, which can refer to stones 
other than the diamond as well. 
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astrology. Scientific astronomy, which arose in Mesopotamia around the 
fifth century B.C., developed mainly in Greek culture. Astrology was 
built on the back of astronomy, somewhat later: the earliest surviving 
Babylonian horoscope is from 410 B.C., but the development of scientific 
astrology came later, again primarily within the Greek-speaking world. 
Of prime significance for this field were the writings of Aristotle (384-322 
B.C.), not because he dealt explicitly with astrology but because his 
philosophy laid the foundations for later astrological science. He believed 
that the stars and planets were made of a "fifth essence," superior to the 
four essences (earth, air, fire, and water) found on Earth. He maintained 
that the revolution of these heavenly bodies was responsible for develop
ing life and promoting action on Earth. And he saw the "prime mover," 
the ultimate divine being, as totally self-absorbed, remote from Earth, and 
exercising influence only through the mediation of these celestial bodies. 
This is not to say that he believed one could predict earthly affairs by 
observing the heavens. He did think that the motion of the heavens 
affected things below, however, and this premise was an important step 
toward justifying astrology on philosophical grounds. 

The figure who took the further step of refining and defending 
astrological science was the Egyptian astronomer Ptolemy (second cen
tury A.D.). His impact on medieval science was far-reaching. Until 
Copernicus' heliocentric theory gained acceptance in the sixteenth cen
tury, it was Ptolemy'S model of the cosmos that most intellectuals took for 
granted: a universe in which Earth was at the center, and the planets and 
stars revolved about it in complex patterns. In his Tetrabiblos he explained 
in detail how the heavenly bodies affect human life. Fully aware of 
objections to astrology, he gave reasoned replies to its critics. He did not 
believe the stars absolutely determine human conduct; their power could 
be resisted. (In this respect Ptolemy differed from certain Stoic philos
ophers, who believed human life was fully determined, and who saw 
astrology and other forms of divination as ways of knowing and thus 
bracing oneself for inevitable fate .) While Ptolemy's work was not 
available in Latin until the twelfth century, and before then was known in 
western Europe only indirectly, its eventual translation was a powerful 
stimulus to revived interest in astrology. 

Medieval writers were indirectly influenced by early critics of astrol
ogy and divination, such as Carneades (219-126 B.C.) and Cicero (106-43 
B.C.) . In his treatise On Divination,5 Cicero ridiculed the notion that the 
gods communicate messages in dreams, which are in fact merely confused 

• Cicero. De senectute, De amicitia, De divinatione, trans. William Armistead Falconer 
(London: Heinemann; New York: Putnam. 1927). 214-537. 
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and ambiguous recollections from waking life. Besides, if the gods 
wanted to communicate their truths to mortals they could find some 
better and more dignified way than to "flit about" people's beds' and 
"when they find someone snoring, throw at him dark and twisted 
visions" which he has to take the next day to some interpreter. The 
diviners believe that Jupiter sends us warnings i;!y means of thunderbolts. 
Why, then, does the god waste so many valuable thunderbolts by flinging 
them into the ocean, or on to deserts, or at people who pay them no heed? 
The defenders of divination claim that long and careful observation lies 
behind this science, but Cicero is doubtful. When and where have people 
systematically gathered data about the entrails from sacrificial animals, or 
the flight of birds, or the movements of the stars and planets? Other 
writers, such as Sextus Empiricus, tried to distinguish carefully those 
things which are determined in advance and those which are left to chance 
or free will. The former will occur in any event, whether foreseen or not, 
and in the nature of things the latter cannot be foreseen; thus there is little 
point in divination . 

Skeptics like Cicero and Sextus might fulminate all they wanted; the 
crowds of people waiting for magicians' and diviners' services grew no 
thinner, and intellectuals would continue to find justification for their 
own practice of the occult arts. The Egyptian city of Alexandria, one of 
the largest and ethnically most diverse cities in tfie Roman Empire, was a 
focal point for the practice and development of magic and for its philo
sophical articulation. It was largely in Alexandria that cryptic and alle
gorical writings on certain crafts began to emerge - crafts such as 
metalworking and glassmaking, in which technical secrets were guarded 
jealously from outsiders - which laid the foundations for what would later 
be called alchemy. Also commonly associated with Alexandria, though in 
fact of uncertain provenance, is a body of second- and third-century 
Greek writings on philosoph y, astrology, alchemy, and magic which 
posterity ascribed to "Hermes Trismegistus," or "Hermes the Thrice
Great." Hermes himself was a Greek god of cunn~ng and in venti on, often 
identified with his Egyptian counterpart Thoth. When the treatises as
cribed to this figure had gained renown, others were added to the 
collection, which over the centuri~s underwent revision and translation 
many times over. Readers disinclined to suppose that a real god wrote 
these works ascribed them instead to three "philosophers": the biblical 
Enoch, Noah, and an Egyptian king. 

More important for philosophical development was Plotinus (ca. A.D. 

205--'70), founder of the Neoplatonic school of thought. His biographer 
tells how an envious rival tried to harm him by directing stellar rays 
against him, and Plotinus not only withstood these magical forces but 
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actually deflected them on to the magician. Whether true or not, the story 
accords with the philosopher's own ideas. In his Enneads Plotinus explains 
both magic and prayer as working through natural sympathetic bonds 
within the universe. Beings on Earth are linked with each other and with 
the heavenly bodies in an intricate, living network of influences. Whether 
we know it or not, we are constantly subject to the tug of magical 
influences from everywhere in the cosmos: "every action has magic as its 
source, and the entire life of the practical man is a bewitchment." When 
people discover these forces they can employ them for their purposes. 
Thus, when a person prays to the gods, or to the divine heavenly bodies, 
the act takes automatic effect: "The prayer is answered by the mere fact 
that one part and the other part are wrought to one tone, like a musical 
string which, plucked at one end, vibrates at the other also."6 Those who 
are truly wise, however, can cultivate the higher powers of the soul by 
turning inward in contemplation, and can thus become immune to 
magical forces directed at them. Such persons may still be affected by 
spells and incantations in their lower, unreasoning powers, and may in fact 
suffer death, disease, or other misfortune, but their true, essential selves 
will remain unaffected. This doctrine no doubt brought great consolation 
to a small philosophical elite. 

Plotinus' followers Porphyry (ca. A. D. 233-ca. 304) and Iamblichus (d. 
ca. 330) further refined these theories. The Neoplatonists also worked out 
extravagant rituals for invoking the gods and heightening their own 
magical powers. Such philosophically grounded magic was known as 
"theurgy," and its practitioners fancied themselves far superior to the 
adepts oflower magic or "goetia." Many early Christian thinkers, such as 
Augustine, wrestled with Neoplatonic philosophy and derived much 
inspiration from it, but had little use for such notions and practices as these. 
Certain Neoplatonists of medieval Europe were fascinated by the notion 
of the cosmos as a great, harmonious, living organism, but not by 
Plotinus' theory of prayer and magic. It was only in the fifteenth century 
that Humanist proponents of Neoplatonism rediscovered Plotinus and 
again argued for this conception of magic. 

The influence of classical authors on medieval culture was often more 
indirect than direct. Sometimes a classical author was better known 
through a later, derivative work. Often a scientist or philosopher of 
antiquity held such authority among later generations that much later 
works would capitalize on that authority by claiming him as their author. 
Thus we have works written centuries after Aristotle's death but claiming 
to be written by him, and other writings falsely ascribed to Pliny and other 

6 Tire Enneads, iv .4.41, trans. Stephen MacKenna, 3rd edn. (London: Faber & Faber, 1966), 
323 (adapted). 
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authorities. This tradition of false ascription continued for centuries, so 
that a medieval library might be well stocked with the writings of Pseudo -
Aristotle and other impostors. Among the works imputed to Aristotle 
were books of magical experiments, alchemical and astrological treatises, 
works on the hidden powers of gems and herbs, and manuals of chiro
mancy and physiognomy. Some of these writ,ings were in fact ancient; 
others were medieval. Sometimes their authorial claims were based on 
some suggestive passage in the authentic writings of Aristotle, but often 
there was no such link. 7 One of the more frequently copied medical works 
of medieval Europe was a herbal falsely ascribed to "Apuleius the Plato
nist" of Madaura (2nd century). This work was often embellished with 
pictures of various plants, including the standard picture of a dog uproot
ing mandrake. Even when a work was correctly ascribed it might have 
undergone serious revision . Thus, Dioscorides was known to medieval 
readers specifically for the sections of his work dealing with plants, and 
even this material got handed down in a form that Dioscorides himself 
would not have recognized. One medieval charm even concludes with 
the preposterous claim, "This was used by Plato and me."8 

Some of the works which had the strongest im pact on medieval culture 
were writings oflate antiquity which strike a modern reader as far more 
naIve than the works of Ptolemy, Plotinus, or even Pliny. Among these 
later authors, one of the more influential was Marcellus Empiricus of 
Bordeaux (ca. 400), who mingled fragments of earlier medicine with the 
folk traditions of Gaul. If some of his treatments involved Latin incanta
tions, Marcellus had others in gibberish (crissi crasi cancrasi, or sicy, cuma 
cucuma ucuma cuma uma maa), or in Greek, or at least in Greek letters. He 
told how to transfer a toothache to a frog, and how to use the blood of 
various birds as a remedy for illness. 

It is tempting, perhaps, to conclude that the standards of science were 
low in antiquity and sank still lower in late antiquity. This would be unfair 
for many reasons, mostly because the works mentioned here are chosen 
not to represent classical science at its best but for their impact on medieval 
magic. Medieval writers drew continually upon their ancient forebears 
for inspiration, but often they viewed the culture of antiquity through a 
glass darkly, and some of the classical writings they used seem mere 
parodies of better works. The task of medieval Europeans was not only to 
preserve classical culture but also at times to recover it, and at times to 
improve on it. 

7 Lynn Thorndike, "The Latin Pseudo-Aristotle and medieval occult science",Journal of 
English and Germanic Philology, 21 (1922), 22<rs8. 

8 Jerry Stannard, "Greco-Roman materia medica in medieval Germany" , Bulletin of the 
History of Medicine, 46 (1972) , 467. 
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FICTIONAL LITERATURE 

The distinction between fictional and nonfictional literature may be 
misleading: apart from the borderline cases, or works in which fiction 
blends with or rests upon fact, there is the thorny problem of how a work 
was understood by its audience. Many a work of fiction has been taken as 
fact by later or even contemporary readers. Particularly the medieval 
readers of classical texts had a tendency to read them as "authorities" with 
a status not unlike that of the great philosophers or historians of antiquity . 
In medieval writings it is thus not uncommon to find the stories of Homer 
or of Apuleius cited as if they were events of history . This is not to say that 
medieval readers always read naIvely: while some conflated fiction with 
fact, others did not, and even those who did often had moral reasons for 
wanting to set aside the distinction and deal with fiction as ifit were fact. In 
any case, the works of classical literature containing stories of magic are 
important for the influence they had on medieval understanding of 
magic. Indeed, they had greater impact on learned theories of magic than 
on medieval literature: medieval scholars, more than medieval story
tellers, were steeped in the classical tradition . 

When medieval writers wanted to cite a classical example of magic, 
one of the tales they were most likely to recall was from Homer's Odyssey 
(eighth century B.C.). During his travels Odysseus lands on the island of 
the seductive sorceress Circe. She disposes of his companions by turning 
them into swine (Fig. 4) . Odysseus protects himself by using a magic herb 
given him by the god Hermes. While he lingers on the island, Circe 
displays her magical power by conjuring forth the shades of the dead . 
What she performs is necromancy, in the original sense of that term: she 
summons the spirits of the deceased to a trough in which she offers them 
sheep's blood to drink, and when they come to imbibe this life-giving fluid 
she has them foretell the future . This story was well known in medieval 
Europe, especially as retold by Ovid (43 B.C.-t:a. A.D. 17). Rabanus Maurus 
(ca. 780-856) argued that the transformation into swine could only be 
fiction because God alone can change things from one nature into another. 
But he had to argue this point; it did not seem self-evident. Indeed, his 
influential predecessor Isidore of Seville (ca. 560-636) seems to have taken 
the story of Circe as a factual account, and cited it alongside stories from 
history and the Bible. Reluctant to deny the factuality of the event, 
however, most theologia~ concluded that such incidents involved delu
sion of the senses. John of Frankfurt (d. 1440) advanced a different 
argument: if the poets speak of people being transformed into beasts, this is 
meant only metaphorically, the way one speaks of a glutton as a pig. 

The literature of Greek and Roman antiquity often recounts the magic 
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Fig. 4. Circe with Odysseus and companions, from a fifteenth-century 
manuscript 
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used by women against their unfaithful lovers, either to win them back or 
to destroy them. In some cases the woman seeks the aid of a known expert 
in magic. Virgil (70-19 B.C.), for example, shows Dido in the Aeneid 
soliciting the services of a famed priestess to work magic against Aeneas 
when he deserts her to sail off and found Rome. In one of his plays Seneca 
(ca. 4 B.C.- A.D . 65) depicts Heracles' wife using the services of a witch to 
form a love charm ; thinking she has learned the art and can find magical 
plants on her own, the wife accidentally gives her husband poison. The 
Witch by Theocritus (third century B.C.) is a kind of incantatory lyric 
depicting a young woman of Alexandria, who tries by magical means to 
regain the lost affections of her lover. In the process she tells the story of 
their affair, and one can imagine her feverishly rubbing her hands together 
as she tells the panoply of magical devices she is using. Alas, her libations, 
herbs, pulverized lizards, and magic wheel all fail her, as does her invoca
tion of the moon and its goddess Hecate. It is only in Virgil's retelling of 
the story in his eighth Eclogue that her magic succeeds in bringing back the 
lover. 

While these abandoned women appear in a sympathetic light, other 
female magicians play the role of Evil Incarnate. The poets recount in 
detail the terrifying appearance, foul character, and unspeakable deeds of 
these hags. Lucan (A.D. 3-65) describes the witch Erictho as one whose 
awesome spells force the gods to heed her command: 

Haggard and loathly with age is the face of the witch; her awful countenance, 
overcast with a hellish pallor and weighed down by uncombed locks, is never seen 
by the clear sky; but if storm and black clouds take away the stars, then she issues 
forth from rifled tombs and tries to catch the nocturnal lightnings. 

She creates zombies for her service, feasts on the bodies of children, and 
snatches corpses from sepulchers for her enjoyment: 

the witch eagerly vents her rage on all the limbs, thrusting her fingers into the eyes, 
scooping out gleefully the stiffened eyeballs, and gnawing the yellow nails on the 
withered hand.9 

She even murders unborn babes "to offer them on a burning altar." 
Perhaps only Medea can rival her for sheer horror. Even Horace's witch 
Canidia, who buries a child alive and uses its liver for a love potion, is less 
monumentally evil than Erictho. 

In quite a different vein, Roman literature sometimes presents magic 
from a satiric viewpoint;: Horace (65-8 B.C .) recounts the disgusting 
nocturnal rituals of two hags in his Satires. They conjure the spirits of the 

• The Civil War, vi. 515- 20, 540-43 , trans. J. D . Duff (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1928), 343 . 
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dead, and they use image magic. The god Priapus, embodied nearby in a 
wooden statue, has to put up with their repulsive behavior until he 
eventually puts an end to it by releasing an explosive burst of air from his 
posterior, whereupon the terrified witches scurry away so fast that one 
loses her false teeth and the other drops her wig. Even more bitingly 
satirical is Lucian of Sam os at a (A.D. II7-ca. ISO), whose writings consti
tute a passionate crusade against superstition. He tells of a magician who, 
for a handsome fee, charms the moon down from the sky and brings a clay 
image of Cupid to life to win a woman's favors for his client. He succeeds, 
but we discover that the client might have accomplished the same end by 
giving the money directly to the lady. In another story Lucian provides 
the prototype of the sorcerer's apprentice: the magician's assistant who 
brings a pestle to life, only to find that he cannot control it, and that when 
chopped in two it becomes two uncontrollable pestles. 

The Platonist Apuleius of Madaura (second century) - the "Apuleius 
the Platonist" to whom a herbal was pseudonymously ascribed in later 
centuries - was himself accused of magic and had to defend himself in 
court by ridiculing the very practices he was alleged to have engaged in . In 
his partly autobiographical story of The Golden Ass, however, magic plays 
a vital role. The main character is a young man who meets a seductive 
young witch and her more experienced mistress. They perform their 
magic with herbs and ointments, parts of human bodies taken from graves 
and gallows, metal plates with magical inscriptions, in short the standard 
materials for witchcraft. Not knowing better than to fall in with such folk, 
the hero finds himself transformed into an ass. It is only when he discovers 
the goddess Isis that she rescues him from this plight. The story lends itself 
to different readings: as an entertaining satire, or as a symbolic account of 
how a bumbling youth gets transformed into a real human being through 
the power of Isis. Medieval authors cited it as yet another classical 
authority, and had to deal with its evidence that magicians could trans
form people into animals. Was this metamorphosis real or only apparent? 
Augustine, who discussed this phenomenon at some length, refused to 
commit himself on the case of Apuleius, but shrugged his shoulders and 
remarked that the story might be fact or it might be fiction . Later 
theologians would agonize. They insisted that these metamorphoses 
could not be real, but they felt obliged to deal with the evidence they read 
in Apuleius. Johannes Vincentii (ca. 1475), for example, opined that 
Apuleius, like the companions of Odysseus, was a victim of diabolical 
machinations: the Devil lulled him into a deep sleep and he then had him 
dream about being transformed. 

Doubtless this literature was originally intended to entertain but also to 
instruct. When it parodied magic it served as a kind of antimagical 



The Bible and apocrypha 33 

propaganda; deliberately or not, its authors were thus supporting the 
efforts of Roman authorities to curb the practice of magic, and it is not 
surprising to find that a writer such as Horace was closely linked with the 
emperor Augustus. 

Conceived as contributions· to Western culture, these writings are 
important perhaps most of all because they develop the stereotypes of the 
female magician or witch. In this early literature, as centuries later in trials 
for witchcraft, the witch tends to be either a young seductress using her 
magic to promote her amorous purposes or else an ugly hag with 
awesome and sinister power. Neither of these persistent stereotypes is 
designed to flatter women, even if the seduction motif could be more 
sympathetic in tone. If medieval Europeans had known no other sources 
for misogyny, they could easily have learned it from these texts. 

THE BIBLE AND BIBLICAL APOCRYPHA 

The Bible is replete with stories of wondrous events. For the most part 
these are miracles worked by divine power: miraculous escape from 
bondage, healing, or resurrection. Certain passages, however, are about 
magical wonders worked by powers other than God's. And even the 
miracle stories are sometimes reminiscent of magic in the outer details of 
what occurs, even if the underlying cause for these wonders is not magical. 

When the Old Testament deals explicitly with magic, it is to condemn 
it. The biblical authors do so at times through straightforward command, 
as in the often-quoted text of Exodus 22: IS, "You shall not permit a 
sorceress to live." Elsewhere the point is made through stories about the 
punishment for dabbling in magic. King Saul, who had banished all 
practitioners of the occult from his kingdom, nonetheless consulted the 
"witch" of End or before going into battle against the Philistines (I Samuel 
2S) . This woman summoned the prophet Samuel from the dead, and 
Samuel grudgingly came forth, only to proclaim that because of Saul's 
misdeeds he would be defeated in battle and killed. Christian interpreters 
as early as Hippolytus (ca. 17o-ca. 236) were sure that the spirit who 
appeared to Saul was not really the ghost of Samuel , but merely a demon 
posing as the prophet. 

The most important set piece for biblical and later religious literature is 
the story of the wonder-working contest between the magicians and 
God's own agents. In EX;pdus 7:S-13, Aaron impresses Pharaoh with his 
power by throwing down his rod and having it turn into a serpent. 
Pharaoh's magicians do the same thing "by their secret arts": each of them 
casts down his rod, and all the rods become serpents. But to demonstrate 
the superior power of the Hebrews and their God, Aaron's rod then 
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devours all the other rods. Again when the prophet Elijah encounters the 
pagan priests of Baal, he wins a miracle-working contest with them on 
Mount Carmel (I Kings 18). In medieval literature on magic, however, it 
is the story of Pharaoh's magicians that figures prominently; Isidore of 
Seville and other writers cite this as proof that God's miracles are superior 
to the Devil's magic. :. 

The New Testament presents one classic example of an evil magician, 
Simon Magus of Samaria (Acts of the Apostles 8:9-24). Simon had 
impressed the people with his wonder-working. Confronted with the 
superior powers of the Christian apostles, however, he offered money for 
a share in their power, but the apostle Peter, outraged by this offer, insisted 
that such power could not be bought. By the second and third centuries, 
Christian authors were elaborating at length upon this simple story and 
converting Simon Magus into an arch-heretic and rival of Peter. (Because 
the apostle Peter also bore the name Simon, the two figures were aptly 
paired as foes: Simon Magus versus Simon Peter.) The apocryphal Acts of 
Peter, a sort of novella purporting to tell the apostle's deeds not related in 
the Bible, describes one miracle contest at length. Simon Magus feigns 
revival of a dead man by using trickery to rouse a few feeble movements in 
his body, but only Peter is genuinely able to bring the man back to life. 
Frustrated and robbed of his following, the magus announces that he is 
going to fly up to God. When he rises up, however, Peter's prayer brings 
him crashing back down, and soon afterwards he dies. A similar version of 
the story, which remained popular in medieval culture and became 
enshrined in the influential Golden Legend of the thirteenth century, makes 
it clear that when Simon Magus rises into the air he is borne aloft by 
demons, and what Peter does is merely dispel them . 

Another passage from the New Testament presents magicians in quite 
a different light: the story of the magi who come to honor the newborn 
Christ (Matthew 2: 1-12). The gospel clearly represents them as honorable 
figures, and medieval legend even represented them as kings . Defenders of 
magic could thus argue that the magical arts hold a position of dignity, 
since magicians were among the first to revere Christ. One response to this 
argument, first made in the second century, was that while certain forms 
of magic were legitimate under the Old Testament, the New Testament 
had changed all that: the magi had submitted to Christ, symbolizing the 
abdication of magic before Christ's power. 

It could always be argued, of course, that Christ himself and his 
followers performed magic. Indeed, this was a common theme in contro
versy between Christians and pagans as early as the second century. The 
pagan writer Celsus (second century) claimed that Jesus had learned the 
magical arts in Egypt: the techniques for "blowing away" illness, creating 
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the illusion offood, and making inanimate things seem to move as if alive. 
This argument could find support in the Gospels. When Jesus' power 
suffices to cure a woman who merely touches the fringe of his garment, 
and when Christ then exclaims, "Some one touched me, for I perceive 
that power has gone forth from me," one might well wonder what sort of 
power this is (Luke 9:43-8). When he cures a deaf-mute by putting his 
fingers in the man's ears, spitting, and touching his tongue (Mark 7:32-4), 
or when he heals a blind man by anointing his eyes with clay made with his 
own saliva Oohn 9:6ff.), these procedures could easily seem magical. 
Elsewhere, especially in Matthew's gospel, Christ is seen healing people 
without such techniques, merely by his word, with a simple command 
such as "be clean," "arise," or "rise, take up your pallet, and walk ." Yet 
this lack of magical ritual did not dispel all suspicion of magic: some Jewish 
opponents even argued that Christ was a magician specifically because his 
words themselves had such power. 

For the early Christians, Christ's miracles were important not only in 
themselves but for their broader religious significance. At times Jesus 
healed people and declared that he did so because of their faith. On 
occasion the physical healing was linked to spiritual cleansing: Christ 
cured both body and soul. Miracles are thus closely tied to the fundamen
tal purposes of the Gospel, the kindling of faith and the preaching of 
repentance. They also have eschatological significance: they are part of a 
spiritual warfare between the kingdom of God and the rival kingdom of 
Satan. The paradigmatic miracles, especially in the Synoptic Gospels, are 
exorcisms, but even the healing of physical disease can be seen as involving 
conflict with the forces of evil, or with demons. When Jesus drives out 
demons or deprives them of their force, he is striking a blow on behalf of 
God's power in the world. As he says at one point, "if it is by the Spirit of 
God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come upon 
you" (Matthew 12:28; Luke I I :30). Yet a pagan or a Jew might respond 
that whatever broader or symbolic force it may claim, magic is still magic. 
Apuleius' transformation into an ass might also count as having symbolic 
meaning, but that does not exclude it from the category of magic. 

Realizing that the techniques and the broader relevance of miracles 
were not decisive in this argument, early Christian writers did not usually 
focus on these matters. Instead they either made or presupposed one 
central, crucial point: that magic is the work of demons, while miracles are 
the work of God. What this amounted to, of course, was the claim that the 
Christian God is true an·d the pagan gods are false, which is precisely what 
the Christians were saying. The claim had social relevance: unlike the 
pagans and Jews, Christians had no ethnic cohesion, and they asserted their 
group identity not only by using mysterious rituals (like the mystery 
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religions) but also by emphasizing strongly the distinctiveness of their 
God and their teachings about him. The Jews, too, asserted that their God 
was not simply one out of many gods, but it was the Christians who most 
vigorously argued the point. For them it was first of all a truth and secondly 
the sole basis for their existence as a group. And one clear corollary to this 
belief was the firm distinction: pagans worked magic, but Christ worked 
miracles. The two might appear to be alike, but just as a dog is different 
from a wolf and a tame pigeon differs from a wild one, "so also what is 
accomplished by God's power is nothing like what is done by sorcery. 10 

If the Gospels were problematic, the Acts of the Apostles must have 
been more so. This book of the Bible has several stories in which the 
apostles' power seems to resemble that of magic. Individuals who break 
the code of the early Christian community are suddenly struck dead 
(4:32-5:11). Peter's shadow has the power to cure (5:12-16), as do 
handkerchiefs and aprons that he has touched (19:11). The apostles 
overcome the power of other magicians on more than one occasion, and 
when magicians at Ephesus are converted they bring forth books of magic 
to be burned (19: 13-19) . Indeed, this book shows the apostles carrying out 
a systematic campaign against what they saw as magic. From the pagan or 
Jewish viewpoint, however, the apostles seemed merely to have a superior 
form of magic. Here again the sole Christian counterargument was that 
the Christian God was the true deity, and whatever the apostles accom
plished, even if outwardly it resembled magic, was in fact a manifestation 
of God's power working through them. 

MAGIC, EARLY CHRISTIANITY, AND THE GRAECO-ROMAN 

WORLD 

The same arguments that were made about Christ and his apostles applied 
to later generations of Christians. They might readily be accused of magic 
because they ascribed power to an executed man, Christ, and t~ the cross 
on which he was executed. People in the Roman world often ascribed 
special power to those who had died violent or untimely deaths; the spirits 
of these victims were especially sought in necromancy. Apuleius mentions 
the belief that fingers and noses from crucified individuals have great 
power, and both he and Lucian refer to the notion that nails from a cross 
possess magical potency. Christian actions, as well as Christian symbols, 
could arouse distrust. Tertullian (ca. l60-ca. 225) warns Christian women 
that if they marry pagan husbands they are inviting trouble: "Shall you 
escape notice when you sign your bed, or your body; when you blow 

10 Origen, Contra Celsum, ii.5l, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 1953), 105· 
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away some impurity; when even by night you rise to pray? Will you not 
be thought to be engaged in some sort of magic?" 11 Christian exorcists 
could command the demons by using powerful and secret names. Indeed, 
the name ofJesus held such power against demons that in the words of one 
Christian writer "there have been cases where it was effective even when 
pronounced by evil men."12 Little wonder that when Christians were 
persecuted 'they were sometimes charged with magic. Yet Christians 
continued to insist that it was not they but the pagans who were the real 

In short, the pagan definition of magic had a moral and a theological 
dimension but was grounded in social concerns; the Christian definition 
had a moral and a socjal dimension but was explicitly centered on 
theological concerns. Between these two different models there was little 

II Ad uxorem, ii .S. quoted in Stephen Benko, " Early Christian magical practices" . Society of 
Biblical Literature, Seminar Papers, 21 (1982) . 13 . 

12 Pseudo-Clement. De virginitate. i. IO. 12; quoted ibid. 
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room for discussion. The two sides might agree on their moral principles, 
since both pagans :ill""d Christians found the evil purposes of magic 
~nant, but morality was not at the heart of the issue from either 
perspective. 

Early Christian writers tended to see all forms of magic, even ostensibly 
harmless kinds, as relying on demons. Tatian (second century) viewed 
herbs, amulets, and other accoutrements of ma~fic as having no power in 
themselves; they are nothing but a kind of signal-system devised by 
demons so that human; beings can communicate their desires. Reading 
these signals, the demons act accordingly. Divination, too, is carried out 
only with the aid of demons. By pretending to serve human beings, the 
demons in fact ensnare them into their service. Clement of Alexandria (ca. 
I 50-ca. 215) saw the pagan poets as largely responsible for trapping people 
into this service through the bewitchment of their song. Thus, when 
Christians converted others to the faith they conceived this as a victory 
over the forces of hell. St. Anthony of Egypt (ca. 251-356), a popular 
religious leader in one of the great centers of magic, is supposed to have 
declared, "Where the sign of the cross is made, magic loses its power and 
sorcery fails." Then according to his biographer, Anthony went on to 
taunt the pagans: 

Tell me, therefore, where now are your oracles? Where are the incantations of the 
Egyptians? Where are the delusions of the magicians? When did all these lose their 
power and cease but at the coming of the cross of Christ?'3 

To grasp the force of this argument we must realize that demons were seen 
differently by pagans and by Christians. For pagans, daimones (Latin 
daemones) were neutral spirits, intermediate between gods and human 
beings and capable of serving either good or evil purposes. For Christians, 
as for most] ews, they were angels who had turned against their creator 
and turned wholly to evil. 

The variations on this theme that had the greatest impact on'medieval 
culture were those by Augustine, particularly in his classic book The City 
ofGod. 14 Augustine wrote this work in response to the argument that the 
Roman Empire had declined after becoming Christian. It is Roman 
religion, he says, that is grounded in necromancy and other magical arts. 
Following earlier writers, Augustine insists that all magic is worked by 
demons. These evil spirits first instruct people how to perform magic 

13 St. Athanasius, "Life of St. Anthony", ch. 78ff., trans. Sister Mary Emily Keenan, in Roy 
J. Deferrari, ed., Early Christian Biographies ([New York) : Fathers of The Church, 1952), 
203 · 

14 Augustine, Concerning the City of God, against the Pagans, viii- x, trans. Henry Bettenson, 
new edn. (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1984), 298- 426. 
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rituals, and how to make use of magical stones, plants, animals; and 
incantations; when the magicians make use of these things, the demons 
come and carry out the desired deeds. Augustine does acknowledge 
certain marvelous powers in nature itself. He recognizes the mysterious 
qualities of the magnet, the power of goat's blood to shatter the otherwise 
indestructible adamant, and the salamander's capacity to survive fire . 
Furthermore, he concedes that certain powerful substances, perhaps med
icinal herbs, may cure sick people if they are bound to their bodies or 
suspended over them. While he thus recognizes the efficacy of what 
would later be called natural magic, however, he does so grudgingly and 
always remains suspicious that demons are somehow at work in these 
matters. If magical images, words, or incantations come into play his 
suspicion is only confirmed. 

o osed an 
ractice, a 

~al to Christian ways of coping with adversityJ hus,John Chrysostom 
(ca. 347-407) reached a ainst women who use rna ic when their chil
dren are sick rather than using the one true Christian remedy the si n of 
the cross. These women would never think of taking their children to the 
pagan temples in the hope of obtaining a cure through overt idolatry. Yet 
the Devil has deceived them into thinking that the magic they use at home 
is something other than idolatry. They use amulets and incantations; they 
bind to their children the names of rivers and other magical words, 
presumably written on slips of parchment. Rather than usin ro erl 
Christian means the call on folk hea theU..bagS-Of.magi tricks. 
"Christ is cast out, and a drunken and silly old woman is brought in. " 15 

While there is no reason to think that women alone racticed magic, 
both pagan an C writers ascribed it rimarily to them. Tertullian 
charged women generally with a propensity toward such things: fallen 
angels taught women the special and secret powers of herbs, because 
women more than men are subject to the deception of these evil spirits. 

For some writers magic is more than merely an artificial system of 
signals worked out by demons. It is an objectively real system of powers 
which the demons know and teach. This is the thrust ofTertullian's notion 
that demons taught women about magical herbs; the magical powers 
were already there within the herbs, but it was through demons that 
women learned about them. For the Egyptian writer Origen (ca. 185-ca. 
254) it is words that have magical power, and especially names. The names 
of demons, if pronouncelin the right way, can be used to invoke them, 

15 Homily 8 on Colossians, in Philip Schaff, ed., A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers, 13 (New York: Scribner, 1905),298. 
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command them, or exorcise them. These names must be used in their 
original forms; they cannot be translated into different languages or they 
will lose their power. Various names for God and for Christ, too, have 
prodigious force, as Origen's pagan compatriots knew when they in
voked "the God of Abraham." 

While most of these early Christian writers associated magic with 
paganism, there were others who saw it as a c~aft exercised by heretical 
Christians. Simon Magus was the prototype of the heretical magician; 
when Irenaeus (ca. 13o-ca. 200) wrote his voluminous attack on the 
heresies of his day he recounted how Simon had learned all the magical 
arts in his effort to rival the apostles, and how he and his disciples used 
incantations and exorcisms in an effort to win a following. Occasionally 
these attacks on heretics indicate specific forms of trickery used to deceive 
people. To persuade the multitudes of their magical power, heretics use 
chemicals to change the colors of liquids, or they speak through hidden 
tubes to make people hear mysterious voices. Even if demons are in
volved, however, magic can still entail a kind offraud: by duping people's 
senses they make them think they see banquets spread before them when 
in fact there is no real food , or they make inert matter appear to live and 
move. So too, demons can persuade people that they have foreknowledge 
of future events when they only rely on their cunning to make plausible 
conjectures about the future. 

While this is the general drift of early Christian thought regarding 
magic, there are exceptions. Julius Africanus (ca. J60-ca. 240) recom
mended magical techniques for healing, for growing crops, even for 
making love charms and destroying enemies in combat, without seeing 
any of this as demonic. He was a Christian layman, writing for the high 
society of imperial Rome rather than for the edification of fellow Chris
tians. Even so, his views could hardly have won the approval of any 
churchmen who might have seen them. Other Christian writers took 
nuanced views regarding the occult. Firmicus Maternus (fourth century) 
encouraged the Roman authorities to extirpate paganism and the magic 
and divination linked with pagan temples, yet seems to have found 
astrology a valid and legitimate science. These may appear to be isolated 
and insignificant examples, but it is more likely that they spoke for untold 
numbers of compromisers whose thought never found its way into 
writing, or whose writings have not come down to us. 

Furthermore, the Roman intellectual world was still by no means 
wholly Christian even in the fourth and fifth centuries. Neoplatonist 
writers like Martianus Capella (fourth century) were still interested in 
philosophical interpretations of mythology, in which various types of 
gods and other spirits function as the forces behind magic and divination. 
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And Macrobius (fifth century), whose major work seems to have pre
ceded his conversion to Christianity, believed firmly in the occult powers 
of numbers, in the prophetic significance of dreams, and in the virtues 
hidden within nature. Their works might at times be found on the shelves 
of a medieval monastic library, alongside those of Augustine and other 
foes of magic. Yet the tendency was clear: as Christianity became domi
nant, magic fell ever more under suspicion. 

The Church not only preached against magic but also passed ecclesias
tical legislation against it. The decrees (or "canons") of regional assemblies 
(or "synods") eventually became the basis for the church's "canon law," 
which even in its early forms condemned magic. In 306 a synod in the 
Spanish town of Elvira proclaimed that people who had killed others by 
sorcery (maleficium) should not be allowed to receive communion on their 
own deathbeds, because such deeds could not be accomplished without 
"idolatry," which is to say the invocation of evil spirits.~I~ s . nod of 
Ancyra in 314 required five years of penance for those guilty of divination 
and rna ical cures and ten ears for those who rocured abortions b 
magical means. In 375 the council of Laodicaea for a e the clergy 
themselves to practice sorcery and related arts or to make magical amulets, 
while those who wore such amulets were to be excommunicated. 

From the early fourth century, the Church had far greater influence 
because the emperors themselves were mostly Christian and subject to 
persuasion by the clergy. In earlier centuries Roman law had punished 
magic only when it was used to inflict harm. The laws of the Roman 
Republic had threatened severe punishment, possibly even death, for 
those who used magic to arouse storms, to steal crops, or to summon the 
deceased. Under the emperor Tiberius (reg. A.D. 14-37) provisions that 
had earlier applied to poisoners now were extended to magicians as well: 
all who endangered the life of others by magic could be punished by 
death. The same punishment later applied to those who used love magic. It 
was after the conversion of the emperors to Christianity, however, that 
magic of all kinds became a capital offense. In 357 Constantius threatened 
beheading for all those who used any form of magic or divination, and 
these severe measures were repeated in the codes ofTheodosius II in 438 
and Justinian in 529. Even people who wore magical amulets to ward off 
disease might now be executed. The pagan writer Ammianus Marcellinus 
(ca. 33o-ca. 398) complained that anyone who consulted a soothsayer or 
used "some old wife's charm" to ease his pains was liable to capital 
punishment. The emper~r Valentinian I (reg. 364-'75) prescribed death 
for those who went out at night and engaged in "evil imprecations, magic 
rituals, or necromantic sacrifices," terms which a judge might construe 
either strictly or broadly. In 371 some people who used divination to 
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predict the death of Valentinian and the name of his successor were 
brought to court in a sensational trial and later executed. Soon afterward, 
the censors' bonfires consumed massive piles of magical literature, and 
people who owned books that might be seen as even remotely offensive 
burned them in advance to avoid the scandal of public exposure.16 

By the sixth century there was a new kind of society and a new culture 
in Europe which needed to take stock of the"heritage bequeathed to it 
from antiquity . The Roman Empire had already become officially Chris
tian , but then in the fifth century Germanic peoples from northern Europe 
had moved southward and westward and taken control of England, Gaul, 
Italy, Spain, even northern Africa. The lands that they conquered became 
effectively severed from the old Roman Empire; only the eastern part of 
the Empire survived this disintegration. The breakdown of central autho
rity in the West meant also a change in the context for culture. Knowledge 
of Greek language and literature became rare in the West. As different 
vernacular languages evolved, command of Latin became the privilege of 
a clerical elite. Just when the old Roman cultured classes were becoming 
Christian, these classes lost the status they had previously held within 
society. New rulers, unfamiliar or only vaguely familiar with Roman 
traditions, governed the West. The first task confronting the Church was 
to convert these rulers and their subjects to the Christian and Catholic 
faith . In the process, not only the converts but the faith to which they were 
converted underwent a change, as elements of pre-Christian culture 
became grafted on to the new, medieval Christianity. However much 
churchmen repeated early prohibitions of magic, they now had to con
tend with new forms of magical belief and practice that took deep hold 
within Christian culture. 

16 A. A. Barb, "The survival of the magic arts" , in Arnaldo Momigliano, ed., The Conflict 
Between Paganism and Christianity in the Fourth Century (Oxford: Clarendon, (963), 110-

25, with quotations translated. 
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THE TWILIGHT OF PAGANISM: MAGIC IN 
NORSE AND IRISH CULTURE 

Norse tradition tells of a conflict between two earls of tenth-century 
Norway in which both the parties, named Hakon and Thorleif, resorted 
to magic. Thorleif disguised himself as a beggar, went to the court of 
Hakon, and under the pretense of singing a poem in his honor recited a 
curse that caused Hakon to lose his beard and much of his hair, to itch 
uncontrollably between his legs, and to suffer a lingering illness. In 
revenge, Hakon invoked the goddesses Thorgerd and Irpa, who aided 
him with their "trollish and prophetic powers." They made a human 
figure out of driftwood, placed a heart inside it, and sent it to Thorleif, 
who promptly died .! 

Our source for all this is a literary account, not a straightforward 
history . Indeed, the earliest recorded version of the tale is from the 
fourteenth century, and what it attests is not the actual practice of magic in 
pre-Christian Scandinavia but rather the recollection of that magic at a 
time when it could arouse a mixed reaction, combining horror with 
amusement . Precisely in this respect, however, the story gets to the heart 
of the problem in working with the pre-Christian magic of northern 
Europe: most of our information comes from after the conversion, and 
our fullest sources are fictional accounts that combine actual magical 
practice with fanciful embellishments. We know in principle that magic 
in later medieval Europe represented a fusion of diverse influences, some 
from Graeco-Roman antiquity and some from the early Germanic and 
Celtic culture. To get at the latter sources, however, we have to rely 
heavily on inference from late and problematic materials. 

1 Jacqueline Simpson, "Olaf Trygvason versus the powers of darkness", in Venetia 
Newa.1I, ed., The Witch Figure (London: Routledge, 1973) , 1781f. (Quotation translated 
by Simpson). 
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CONVERSION AND PAGAN SURVIVALS 

The newly arrived peoples who now dominated western and central 
Europe eventually converted to Christianity, partly through assimilation 
to the Christian culture already present in the late Roman Empire, and 
partly through the efforts of foreign missionaries. The process took 
several generations, from about the fifth to ar~und the tenth century . ..!!:!
bold outline: he n lo-Saxons of En land converted in the 
sixth and seventh centuries (partly throu h missionar efforts 0 t e Irish, 
who had become Christian slightly earlier); in the seventh and eighth 
centuries, missionary monks from the British Isles reached to the Ger=
manic peo les on the Continent; ast to be included in the newly formed 

- uropean Christendom were the Slavic eo les of eastern Euro e an the 
"Scandinavians the North, who joined this new cultural mainstream 
aroun t e tenth century. 

All of these dates, however, are approximations. Chroniclers usually 
took the year of a monarch's baptism as the official date for conversion of a 
kingdom. If we look more closely we will almost always find that there 
had been some Christians in the land beforehand, perhaps queens who had 
come from Christian countries and ha,\ brought their chaplains along, and 
perhaps also merchants from abroad. Nor did the rest of the country 
automatically follow the king's baptism. Indeed, effective conversion of 
the countryside might take several further generations. Yet if converting 
the monarch was neither the first nor the final step in Christianization, it 
was nonetheless a crucial step, which ensured the dominance of Christian 
institutions. Once the king was baptized a network of monasteries, 
bishoprics, and local churches would soon displace pagan temples, and 
Christian clergy would displace the pagan priesthood. Once the tra
ditional structures dissolved, people would naturally turn to Christianity 
for their religious needs. The process did not occur overnight, however, 
and even when it was accomplished some elements of the earlier culture 
would inevitably survive. 

Accommodation to certain elements of pagan culture was common 
(thou h not universal) missionar ractlce m the earl Middle A es. Pope
Gre or the Great (reg. 590-604) told his missionaries to England t at 
they should not demolish pagan temples but reconsecrate t em ana use 

'them as Christian churches; they should endow pagan festivals with 
. t' n meanin rather than rohibitin their observance. So too, the 

missionaries incorporated elements of what we are calling magic into their 
new cultural synthesis. Monks who traveled about as missionaries would 
often encounter magical charms, perhaps containing the names of Ger
manic gods; they would write them down so that other monks would 
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know what to expect on the mission field . and perhaps they would devise 
Christianized versions of the same formulas . Thus. a famous early German 
charm tells how Woden was riding a horse through the woods when its 
leg was sprained and the god had to heal the afflicted limb. Later versions 
replace Woden with Christ. portrayed as riding his horse into Jerusalem. 
or with other Christian figures . While pagan priests were forbidden to 
continue their rites. it was harder to eradicate elements of pagan belief 
from the kings. who continuqd to be seen as descended from the gods and 
as sources of magical power and protection for their realms. There was 
little the Christian priest could do about these vestiges from the earlier 
culture. 

Yet toleration had its limits. Monks and other churchmen usually drew 
the line at explicit veneration of the old gods. and they forbade practices 
that might be construed as involving such veneration. As an anonymous 
preacher in the early Middle Ages protested. "All those who believe they 
can prevent hail by means of inscribed lead tablets or charmed horns are no 
Christians. but rather pagans." Following early Christian writers. they 
identified the traditional gods as demons. and thus all magic that called on 
the services of these gods. explicitly or implicitly. was demonic magic. 

The traditional cultures of northern Europe. like those of the Roman 
Empire. linked religion and magic without distinction. In Germanic 
mythology. for example. the god Woden (or Odin) was himself a master 
of magic who had gained power over the magical runic alphabet and 
could use its characters to perform wondrous deeds. An Anglo-Saxon 
healing charm might invoke the power of this god; indeed. an English 
book of charms from long after the conversion to Christianity still 
contained a spell referring to Woden. In early medieval Europe. therefore. 
the churchmen had to continue the fight begun by their predecessors in 
the Roman Empire. and the logic of their argument was essentially the 
same. In both eras orthodox opinion held that pagan religion was no true 
religion but mere demon-worship. and that magic was inseparably linked 
to this demonic cult. 

People who had performed magic might repent of their misconduct. 
and might go to a priest for confession. If so. the priest would probably 
have a "penitential." or manual telling him what penances to impose for 
these and other sins. The early medieval penitentials furnish ample evi
dence for the varieties of magic priests expected to hear from the newly 
converted peoples of Eu~ope. One such handbook has a section on the 
worship of pagan idols. and under this heading prescribes varying lengths 
of penance for those who have performed "diabolical incantations or 
divinations." The author continues. drawing in part upon a canon from 
the synod of Ancyra: 
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He who celebrates auguries, omens from birds, or dreams, or any divination 
according to the custom of the heathen, or introduces such people into his house, in 
seeking out any trick of the magicians - when these become penitents, if they 
belong to the clergy they shall be cast out; but if they are secular persons they shall 
do penance for five years. 

The penitentials could be more specific: thr,y condemned the use of 
magical potions to procure sterility, abortion, death, or love; they took 
seriously the belief that people can steal milk, honey, and other substances 
by magic, and kill animals with mere glances and words; according to 
these sources, women who boasted that they could arouse love or hatred, 
or that they could steal people's goods through magical means, were to be 
driven from their parishes. One penitential says that a person who "drives 
stakes into a man," meaning presumably an enemy's image, should fast for 
three years. 2 

Churchmen had occasion to condemn not only pagan practices but 
also pagan beliefs. Around 820, Bishop Agobard of Lyon wrote against 
the superstitious belief that sorcerers could arouse hail and thunderstorms; 
only God, he insisted, controls the weather. On one occasion the people of 
his region accused four unfortunate souls of having sailed about in the air 
on magical ships, from which they pilfered the fruits of the fields . 
Agobard concluded sadly that in his day folly had taken the upper hand, 
and Christians believed things which in better days even pagans would 
reject. An anonymous penitential, which got incorporated in Burchard of 
Worms' influential collection of canon law around 1020 and thus enjoyed 
wide circulation, rejected the belief that magic can disturb the weather, 
influence people's minds, or arouse love and hatred. The same source also 
dismisses the belief that people can be transformed into animals. All such 
notions seemed to infringe God's prerogative as creator. The canon 
Episcopi, probably from a ninth-century Frankish synod, condemned the 
belief of certain women that they rode through the air at night-time on the 
backs of animals, in the company of the goddess Diana. For believing in 
such things, rather than for participating in them, these churchmen 
prescribe penance. Yet most of the synodal and penitential literature 
concerned itself with what people did, not what they thought, and most 
churchmen railed against magic rather than the belief in magic. 

When we attempt to analyze the actual magical practice of the northern 
European peoples, however, we are on tr~acherous ground. Apart from 
occasional references to very early customs in Roman historians such as 
Tacitus, and condemnations by early medieval monks, we have little in the 

2 John T. McNeill and Helena M. Gamer, trans., Medieval Handbooks of Penance (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1938) , especially 38- 43, 198, 228tf., 30Sff. , 329-41, 
349tf. 
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way of written record. The archaeological evidence usually tells us little: if 
excavation of a grave turns up a horse's tooth that has been pierced so it can 
be hung around a person's neck, is that an indication that this tooth once 
served as a magical amulet? If so, for what purpose? And why is it buried in 
the grave? Answers to these questions remain frustratingly speculative. 

Two main areas for exploration nonetheless present themselves. First, 
while the pre-Christian cultures of northern Europe were for the most 
part illiterate, they were not entirely so. They had their own forms of 
writing, often used for magical inscriptions if not for literary composi
tion. Most important in this regard are the runic inscriptions of the Norse 
culture that extended through Scandinavia and Iceland, gained a strong 
foothold in England, and made its mark on other parts of Europe through 
trade and looting. The Norsemen represent one branch of Germanic 
culture, and because they remained pagan longer than most other 
branches they left more vestiges of their pagan culture. Secondly, there are 
narrative sources from the time after the conversion which reflect the 
customs and the mentality of the pre-Christian era. The most important of 
these are again Norse, particularly the sagas from Iceland. Yet pagan 
motifs can be found elsewhere as well, even in the writings of the Irish, 
who had converted to Christianity much earlier. We cannot reconstruct 
an entire pagan culture from these remnants, but we can at least catch 
glimpses of what it must have been. 

RUNIC INSCRIPTIONS 

In a culture where writing is uncommon, it may well appear magical. 
Even ordinary script may seem to bear extraordinary power, and it is not 
surprising when people in search of magical weapons or magical protec
tion seize upon the written word. The English chronicler Bede (ca. 673-
735) tells of a Northumbrian captive whose brother, thinking him dead, 
had masses said for his soul. Wondrously, the prayers loosened the 
captive's fetters and set him free . His captors, however, not knowing the 
cause of this strange development, immediately asked ifhe was carrying 
magical writing on his person. For them, magic must have seemed 
intimately bound up with writing. 

One of the clearest examples of this mentality is the use of the runes, the 
alphabet used in the Norse culture of Scandinavia and Iceland. The earliest 
known runes are from t~~ third century. They are found among other 
early Germanic peoples, but it was the Norsemen who retained and used 
them well into the medieval era . Whether or not they were originally and 
essentially seen as magical is unclear, but clearly it did not take long for 
them to develop magical associations. We read in Norse stories about 
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people who used runic inscriptions to work various types of magic: to gain 
victory in battle, to detect poison and split open a drinking-horn that 
contains a poisoned drink, to ensure fertility, to procure love, to affect the 
weather. One source speaks of the runes as having power even to revive 
the corpse of a hanged man. In Egil's Saga we hear of runes carved on 
whalebone to aid a sick woman. But they are, alas, the wrong runes, and 
when Egil finds them he comments sardonically that people who do not 
know their runes should leave this business alone . Then he carves the right 
ones, and the woman immediately revives. 

Various objects bearing runic inscriptions have been found from 
Scandinavia, Iceland, and the part of England that was occupied by the 
Danes. It is not always possible to ascribe precise magical intent to the 
inscriptions, but sometimes magical effect was clearly intended. A sixth
century amulet made from the bone of a fish and discovered at Lindholm 
in Sweden bears the name of the god Tyr, and also has combinations of 
runes that cannot have ordinary significance and probably are meant to 
convey magic power (Fig. 5). One portion of the inscription, for example, 
reads "aaaaaaaaRRRnnn"; repetition of magical runes in this manner 
seems to have been common. Such inscriptions also occur at burial sites as 
protective amulets: on stones inside or near the graves, to stave off evil 
powers or to bind the deceased to the grave and keep them from 
wandering. 

THE NORSE SAGAS 

Various genres of medieval literature make incidental reference to magic. 
Beowulf, for example, tells of a magical amulet set in a warrior's helmet as 
protection. For sustained and realistic depiction of early Germanic magic, 
however, there are few sources as revealing as the Norse sagas. To speak of 
these documents as realistic is not to say that they are faithful in every 
particular to real life, or that they were read in that way. More than most 
types of medieval literature, however, they depict magic as occurring 
amid realistic accounts of everyday situations: in the thick offamily feuds, 
in the exercise of judicial business, in the ordinary grind of life, not in a 
fantasy world or an idealized or enchanted realm. 

The verse sagas were written in Iceland around the thirteenth century, 
yet they are commonly set in a much earlier era, the period just after the 
conversion ofIceland to Christianity in A .D. 1000. The poets assume that 
the culture of their land has become at least nominally Christian, but they 
tell of people clinging to ancient beliefs and pagan practices. Thus they are 
a treasury of information, not so much for pre-Christian magic, but for 
Christian perception of that early magical practice. 
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Fig. 5. Lindholm wand-amulet, sixth century 

The role of sorcery in this literature is manifest, for example, in Grettir's 
Saga, written in the fourteenth century but portraying events of the 
eleventh. 3 Like most sagas, this one is essentially a story of ruthless 
violence between families . The hero, Grettir, ends his days in exile on the 
lonely island of Drang, a rocky protrusion from the sea off the coast of 
Iceland. Before he goes to this refuge he bids his mother farewell. She 
warns him : 

Be on your guard against treachery, but you will be slain by weapons. I have had 
some very strange dreams. Keep clear of sorcerers, for there are few things 
stronger than witchcraft. 

The premonition turns out to be well grounded. Grettir's chief enemy, 
finding himself unable to attack Grettir on the island, solicits the aid of his 
old foster-mother, who practiced sorcery before the conversion and still 
remembers its secrets. Reluctantly, the feeble old woman agrees to help. 
She goes along with others to Drang in a boat, but Grettir recognizes her 
and hurls a stone that breaks her thigh. Eventually she recovers from this 
injury, and then proceeds against Grettir with savage cunning. Taking 
some men with her, she goes down to the coast and looks for driftwood. 
She finds a heavy tree-trunk, has the men scrape a smooth surface on it, 
then carves runes on it. Sh.e smears her own blood into the runes, chants a 
few spells, walks backwards and counterclockwise around the trunk, and 

3 Grettir's Saga, ch. 69, 78- 80, trans. Denton Fox and Hermann P,\lsson (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1974), 158-64. 
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has the men push it out into the sea. She puts a further spell on it, so that 
even though the wind is blowing toward land it drifts quickly out to 
Drang. The next day Grettir goes to look for firewood and finds this very 
tree, but rejects it as an "evil tree, sent to us by evil." The same thing 
happens the next day. The third day, however, a slave goes searching for 
wood, and unknowingly brings back the cursed trunk. Grettir begins 
chopping it before he recognizes it, but his axe glances off and strikes his 
leg, causing a deep wound. When the wound grows worse he knows he 
has been afflicted by sorcery. Weakened, he is unable to defend himself 
when his foes finally storm the island, and thus they are able to kill him 
with a blow to the head. When other people in Iceland learn what has 
happened, they hold Grettir's enemy guilty not for killing Grettir, but for 
having recourse to witchcraft, and thus they banish him from Iceland. 
"Then it was adopted as la w," the saga tells us, "that all sorcerers should be 
outlawed." 

In various ways the magic used against Grettir typifies the sorcery in 
the sagas. The magician is a specialist who performs services for others. 
She deploys ceremonies and magically charged objects, but her main 
source of power is the spoken and written word: the spells she chants over 
the tree-trunk and the runic inscription she carves on it . Others in her 
society find magic reprehensible not because it is violent but because it is 
unfair. One is supposed to kill enemies in honest combat, not through the 
furtive rituals of sorcery. Perhaps most importantly, the magic here and in 
other sagas takes place within the familiar context of Icelandic life. The 
witch is an old woman with special knowledge, but there is no suggestion 
that she is anything other than human, or that she is an outsider to 
Icelandic society. Nor is the situation that gives rise to magic anything out 
of the ordinary. 

The effects of magic in the sagas are diverse. It may be offensive or 
defensive, but in either case it is almost always a means for confronting or 
evading one's enemies. It can kill them by ensuring they will be wounded 
in battle or by raising a storm while they are at sea. When accused of using 
magic, the magician can use further magic to kill the accuser. Short of 
bringing death, sorcery can make life miserable. It can keep a man from 
having intercourse with his wife.f1agic can change people into animals so 
their enemies will not find them, or bring darkness and mist to confuse a 
pursuer. In a battle, a magician's glance can cause weapons to go blunt, a 
magical spell can prevent soldiers from protecting themselves, and a 
magically impenetrable shirt can make a warrior invincible. The evil eye is 
feared especially when the magician is apprehended; those who seize the 
sorcerer thus often put a sack over his head. Occasionally the sagas refer to 
healing magic, but even when someone claims to be using healing arts she 
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may in fact have evil intent. The Saga of Droplaug's Sons tells of a fighter 
named Grim whose leg becomes wounded in combat and festers . A 
woman comes to him claiming skill in medicine. She bandages his leg, but 
it only grows worse, and soon he dies. It turns out that the woman is in fact 
a witch, the friend of a man Grim has killed, and now she has taken her 
revenge. 

The magicians of the sagas are almost always thoroughly sinister 
characters, surly and unpopular, and sometimes they are explicitly con
nected with paganism. When they commit their foul deeds everyone 
agrees that they should suffer death or at least banishment. On occasion 
they are said to have learned their art from teachers, and small bands of 
assistants sometimes help by saying responses or chanting spells . One saga 
even refers to an entire family of sorcerers, "very skilled in magic," who 
have been driven from their home presumably because of this reputation . 
For the most part, however, they operate by themselves, whether for their 
own ends or on behalf of clients. Often they have animal spirits that aid 
them. At times they also keep visible animals; one had twenty large black 
cats to protect him, and because of his spells they scared all and sundry 
with their demonic glares and yowling. The magicians do not usually 
need elaborate equipment. A staff, a cloth or animal skin, a "troll's cloak," 
or a platform will suffice. 

The role of spoken or chanted spells in the magic of the sagas can 
scarcely be exaggerated. An episode in the Laxdaela Saga demonstrates 
how incantation might work. An entire family of sorcerers approach their 
enemy's house at night and begin chanting. At first, the victims are merely 
confused, though the incantation sounds pleasant. Soon the householder 
realizes that a spell is being worked against someone in the family, and he 
cautions everyone to keep awake but not look outdoors. Nonetheless, 
everyone dozes off except a twelve-year-old boy at whom the spell is 
directed . He becomes restless, goes outdoors, walks toward the sorcerers, 
and immediately drops dead . 

The relationship between sorcery and Norse paganism is somewhat 
elusive. The sorcerers' opponents typically see magic as a practice sup
posedly given up when Iceland converted to Christianity. Sorcery is part 
of a culture that Icelanders are supposed to have forsworn at baptism as 
one of the Devil's works. In that sense it is a "pagan survival." Yet there is 
no hint that it is part of an organized pagan religion that has gone 
underground; neither here.por elsewhere is there evidence for persistence 
of a pagan cultural system. Nor does the magic of the sagas seem to be 
connected integrally with veneration of the Norse gods. While the 
sorcerers' magic may sometimes make reference to the gods, and may 
sometimes resemble the magic practiced by the gods, it seldom involves 
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appeal to the gods. As elsewhere in Christianized Scandinavia, sorcery and 
heathen worship seem to have been seen as essentially different things, 
even if they might overlap at points. It was Christian writers who 
conflated these categories, telling stories about pagan deities who aid 
magicians with their "trollish powers," and it was later preachers who 
popularized that conflation. . 

While much of the magical lore in these tale's can be traced to Germanic 
antiquity, and sometimes there ar.e echoes of the magical power ascribed 
to the Norse god Odin, there is also evidence for absorption of non
Germanic beliefs. In some ways the magic of Iceland resembles that of the 
Lapps and other Arctic peoples. Like the shamans of the far North, 
Icelandic magicians are sometimes ortra ed as cial s chic 
powers wh e as eep or in trance. Like Siberian magicians they can 
transform people into unexpected shapes to prevent their detection. Like 
Lapp wizards they can attack their enemies in the form of animals such as 
the walrus, and in Icelandic as in other northern stories the magicians in 
animal form are sometimes confused with the animal spirits that protect 
them. There are parallels even among Eskimo shamans, who are known to 
enter ecstasy while lying on platforms and covered with skins: practices 
found or at least suggested in the sagas.4 Yet another pathway, that of 
Arctic cultural systems, thus converges with those we have already 
located in our study of magic. 

In other ways, however, the sagas represent a situation distinctive to 
Iceland. The society that they reflect, built on small-scale farming and 
fishing, is far more settled than it had been prior to conversion. Despite its 
geographical isolation, Iceland had cultural and ecclesiastical links with 
Scandinavia and with Europe generally. It had vernacular translations of 
essential Latin literature. Perhaps precisely because of its geographical 
isolation, however, its cultural elite had to remind people of the need to 
keep up the ties with civilization. The sagas, written down after several 
generations of oral transmission, reminded people of a heroic but not a 
romantic past. Parts of the old Scandinavian tradition are darkly por
trayed. Much as Horace and Lucian poked fun at sorceresses in an age 
when the Roman authorities were campaigning against real-life sorcery, 
so now the writers of the sagas depicted the unsavory powers of magic as a 
reminder of those bad old days to which Iceland should not return. In the 
process, these authors left a lively record of how sorcery was thought to 
work. They were writing stories about a particular kind of social turmoil, 
and the magic they depicted was part of the shading they used in painting 
this canvas. 

4 H . R. Ellis Davidson, "Hostile magic in the Icelandic sagas", in Venetia Newall, ed., The 
Witch Figure (London: Routledge, 1973), 37- 8, 
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Quite different are the magical motifs in the "eddas," which preserve 
much more of Norse mythology than do the sagas: while the distinction is 
by no means absolute, it is fair to say that the sagas deal more with human 
beings, and the eddas are our chief source for the gods. For the history of 
magic as it actually was practiced in human society, the eddas are thus the 
less important documents, yet it is important to bear in mind that the 
eddas also refer to magic and that the magical themes here are not 
altogether distinct from those in the sagas. Perhaps the most famous tale 
from the eddas, and for our purposes the most important, is that of how 
the god Odin hung on a tree, fasting and exposed to the elements, until he 
was rewarded by gaining mastery of the runes and their magical powers. 
For a divine as well as for a human magician, then, magic is a force closely 
linked with writing. What this myth conveys more vividly than the sagas 
is a sense of how ma 1C assumes ascetic re aratlon: here as in other earl 

IRISH LITERATURE 

Celtic literature also contains magical themes, generally closer to those of 
the eddas than to those of the sagas. Like Norse literature, that of Ireland 
and other Celtic lands comes down to us primarily in later medieval 
redactions, from the twelfth and later centuries, and its pagan elements are 
reminiscences of an earlier culture, but the pre-Christian past was a much 
more distant memory for the Irish. Furthermore, the vestiges in Irish 
literature come more from mythology than from popular conceptions of 
how magic was actually performed; in that respect the Irish materials 
resemble the eddas more than the sagas. 

The link between fairies and human beings is a prominent motifin the 
Irish tradition .. One twelfth-century Irish work, for example, tells how 
hunters come upon a Fairy Hill, inhabited by twenty-eight warriors, each 
with a charming woman. Accepting their hospitality, the hunters spend 
the night in the hill. An earlier Irishsource tells how Conle the Redhaired 
begins to hear the voice of a love-struck and alluring fairy . She invites him 
to join her in the Fairy Hill, where there are everlasting feasts, no cares, and 
no death. Fearing her enchantment, Con Ie obtains from a druid a musical 
charm with which he can yvard offher allurement. She goes away for a 
time, but as she departs she throws him an apple which nourishes him for 
an entire month. Then she returns, warns Conle against the demonic 

5 A. G. van Hamel, " OOinn hanging on the tree" , Acta Phi!o!ogica Scandinavica, 7 (1932-
33), 260-88. 



54 The Twilight of paganism 

power of the druids, prophesies the coming of St. Patrick to convert the 
Irish, and beckons for Conle to come away in a crystal boat. At last he 
succumbs to her entreaties and is never again seen among mortals. What 
we have here is clearly a Christianized version of earlier lore; fairies are 
more often interpreted in medieval Christendom as demons, but here the 
fairy allies herself with the forces of goodness and faith against the pagan 
druids. 6 As we shall see (in Chapter 5), the sa'ine ambivalence can be found 
in Continental romances as well: fairies have both good and evil sides, and 
while they can represent primal paganism they can also be said to hold the 
Christian faith. 

Themes that appear in secular Celtic literature often show up in saints' 
lives as well. These texts, too, survive mostly in high medieval versions 
from well after the conversion. Both secular and saintly heroes, for 
example, were able to survive long periods beneath water. St. Colman 
mac Luachain once remained submerged for an entire day and night, 
while the aquatic fauna amused him by running races. Borrowing perhaps 
from early Celtic stories of gods and heroes, the biographers ofIrish saints 
often told wondrous tales of their power over fire as well as water: they 
could produce fire from their fingertips, or carry it their hands. They 
could also inflict curses on their foes, and often used this ~wer against 
thieves, druids, and other enemies of all that was good and holy. 7 When a 
druid confronted St. Patrick (ca. 39Q-ca. 460?), for example, the saint 
raised him high in the air and then let him dash upon the rocks, like Simon 
Magus. Patrick also challenged the druids to wonder-working contests: in 
one tale, a druid put into a hut made of green wood was burned alive, 
while Patrick remained unharmed when fire was set to his hut of dry 
wood. Doubtless it is possible to represent such stories as exercises in divine 
righteousness. If it is easier to see the saints as magicians casting spells on 
their adversaries, we must remember that for the writers and readers of 
this literature the saints were not magicians precisely because they worked 
with divine aid. We are constantly reminded in certain texts that Patrick's 
miracles redounded to his glory and to God's. The druids, like the priests 
of Baal and like Simon Magus, are the true magicians because their power 
comes not from God but from demons. 

Both Norse and Irish literature - and more broadly, Germanic and 
Celtic tradition - demonstrate that the beliefs of early Christian writers 
remained very much alive in medieval Europe. When medieval authors 
condemned magic as demonic, their perceptions were rooted in the 

6 Kennneth HuristoneJackson. ed., A Celtic Miscellany: TranslationsJrom the Celtic Litera
ture. rev . edn (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), 143- 5. 164- 5. 

7 Carolus Plummer, ed., Vitae sanctorum Hiberniae. vol. I (Oxford: Clarendon, 1910). 
introduction. cxxix-clxxxviii. 
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experience of missionaries, propagandists, and other churchmen. In some 
cases the magic of the Germanic and Celtic peoples made explicit appeal to 
the traditional deities. Even when it did not, Christian critics tended to 
assume an implicit link to pagan worship, and thus veneration of demons, 
simply because this magic was rooted in the same pre-Christian culture 
that had fostered veneration of the old gods. Those who contended that all 
magic is demonic would have met little argument from the missionaries of 
early medieval Europe. 



4 

THE COMMON TRADITION OF MEDIEVAL 
MAGIC 

Part of the inheritance passed down from classical antiquity to medieval 
and modern Western culture is the notion of magic as something per
formed by special individuals. It is the magi, or magicians, who perform 
magic. Whatever similarities their operations may have to the work of 
others around them, "magic" remains a negative term associated with a 
suspicious class of practitioners. 

When we look at the people who were in fact using varieties of magic 
in medieval Europe, however, it becomes hard to sustain the stereotype. 
Instead of fmding a single, readily identifiable class of magicians we find 
various types of people involved in diverse magical activities: monks, 
parish priests, physicians, surgeon-barbers, midwives, folk healers and 
diviners with no formal training, and even ordinary women and men 
who, without claiming special knowledge or competence, used whatever 
magic they happened to know. The monks and priests who practiced 
magic were able to write much earlier and more widely than laypeople, 
and left more records of their magic, but this does not mean that they 
engaged in these activities more often. 

Nor is there reason to think that these various practitioners engaged in 
wholly different kinds of magic. There is every indication that monks 
learned about medicinal and magic herbs from laypeople as well as from 
classical authors, that lay practitioners learned healing charms from 
monks and priests, and that before medicine became a university subject 
there was little to distinguish physicians from lay' healers. One ,can thus 
speak of a "common tradition" of medieval magic. The term should not 
mislead: it does not mean that specific types of magic were found 
universally in medieval society, or that they persisted wholly unchanged 
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through the centuries. What does seem to have been true is that much of 
the magic in medieval Europe was distributed widely, and that it was not 
regularly limited to any specific group. It was not always in the hands of 
the monks, or the women, or the physicians. In later chapters we will 
examine other types of magic that were somewhat more specialized, but 
first we must survey this common magical tradition. 

This chapter will deal mainly with materials from the twelfth through 
fifteenth centuries: a time when Christianity, pervaded with accretions 
from folk culture, was accepted throughout Europe. Numerous manu
scripts have survived from throughout this period, most especially from 
the fifteenth century, and from them we are richly informed about the 
magic of the age. We will also look at some earlier materials which show 
how magical beliefs and practices evolved and fit into the culture of 
medieval Europe. 

PRACTITIONERS OF MAGIC : HEALERS AND DIVINERS 

There is ample evidence that monks studied medicine within their monas
teries and did what they could to absorb and transmit the medical 
knowledge of antiquity. When Cassiodorus (487-583) laid out a curricu
lum of studies for monks he recommended the herbal ascribed to 
Dioscorides, the works of Hippocrates, Galen, and other Greek or Latin 
medical writers. During the early medieval centuries it was the monks 
who copied out manuscripts of these and other classical authors. This is not 
to say that monks were training to become physicians. Rather, medical 
knowledge was a small part of the general education that they were 
expected to obtain; it was one portion of their inheritance from antiquity. 
Each monastery was expected to have an infirmary for its ailing and aged 
members, and in it the monks were most likely to apply whatever medical 
learning they had acquired. They might also provide medical aid for the 
poor, for travelers, and for pilgrims who came visiting at their monaster
ies. In many cases the care of such outsiders gave rise to early hospitals 
distinct from the monks' own infirmaries; around 940, for example, a 
hospital was founded at Flixton in Yorkshire for the care of these lay 
patients. Some monks gained such skill as healers that they were sought 
outside the monasteries by lay patients, even by royalty.! 

To the extent that classical medicine entailed magical elements, or that 
the monks picked up new forms of medical magic from the culture 

1 For both clerical and lay healers, especiaUy in England, see C . H . Talbot, Medicine in 
Medieval England (London: Oldboume, 1967), and Stanley Rubin, Medieval English 
Medicine (London: Newton Abbot, 1974). For France, DanieUe Jacquart, Le milieu medical 
en France du XII' au XII' siec/e (Geneva: Droz, 1981). 
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around them, they would be practicing magical cures. Or rather, they 
would be using what later authors called magic. The early medieval 
monks would not have thought of themselves as dabbling in the magical 
arts. Without scruples, however, they would use mandrake for its myste
rious curative powers, and they might also use charms to drive away the 
"elves" that were causing sickness. 

Monks were not the only healers in early rn'~dieval Europe. There were 
also lay practitioners, known in England as "leeches," though we know 
little about them. Evidently some of them were itinerant. They had some 
kind of training, probably more practical than theoretical, and probably 
amounting to a kind of apprenticeship. They too might have some access 
to the medical writings of antiquity, though they did not have the 
systematic education of the monasteries available to them, and must have 
relied all the more on folk medicine and informal observation. While it is 
difficult to make comparisons, they even more than the monks probably 
used forms of medicine that later writers would call magical. 

What applied to monks would apply as well to some of the diocesan 
clergy, at least those priests who had some kind of systematic education. 
Rabanus Maurus proposed that all such clerics should have medical 
knowledge, but realities fell short of this ideal, and indeed only a minority 
of the clergy would have any formal education at all. At least up to the 
thirteenth century, rural priests seem to have been essentially grass-roots 
purveyors of ritual, happy to oblige their parishioners with uncritical use 
of such rites as they could perform. Typically they came from village 
families, and might have minimal education beyond a wobbly command 
of Latin. Their training, much like that of informal healers, was essentially 
a kind of apprenticeship. Bishops of the thirteenth and following centuries 
tried to amend the situation: they tried to enforce higher standards of 
education for local clergy and to eradicate magical and superstitious use of 
rituals, but they were struggling against deeply ingrained custom. 

While ordinary parish priests may have dabbled in medicine, they 
were more likely to practice other forms of magic. The sort of duty a 
village priest might be expected to perform is clear from a twelfth
century ritual for infertile fields. The ceremony extends through an entire 
day, starting before sunrise with the digging of four clumps of earth from 
the four sides of the affected land. It is presumably the local priest who is 
supposed to sprinkle these clumps with a mixture of holy water, oil, milk 
and honey, and fragments of trees and herbs, while reciting in Latin the 
words that God said to Adam and Eve, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill 
the earth" (Genesis I :28), followed by further prayers. The clumps are 
then carried to church, where the priest sings four masses over them. 
Before sunset the clumps are taken back out to the fields, where, fortified 
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with a day's worth of ritual, they will spread the power for growth to all 
the land. 2 Homespun ceremonies of this kind might remain purely 
religious, with no admixture of magic, but the possibilities for combining 
the two were always present. 

If the leeches and the parish priests had only meager education, there 
were other practitioners in medieval society with even less formal train
ing. Most societies have informal healers and diviners recognized as such 
by their clients but not by any sort of certifying authorities or official 
teachers. Different people can adopt this role. Folklore researchers in 
modern times have found that the rules regarding the practice of popular 
healing vary widely from place to place even within Europe. In some areas 
the healers are mostly women; in others they are predominantly men. 
Sometimes the secrets of healing can be passed only from women to 
women or from men to men, but in other regions the gender must 
alternate with each transmission. In some places the healers are thought to 
possess inherited powers, and if charms are passed to people without these 
gifts they will have no force, but elsewhere there are recognized proce
dures for acquiring the powers without inheritance.3 We have no reports 
from systematic field workers in medieval Europe, but the situation then is 
not likely to have been less varied. 

If it is impossible to generalize about the sort of people who became 
unofficial healers, it is equally hopeless to generalize about the techniques 
they used . Some of the possibilities, however, are clear from the story of 
Matteuccia Francisci, a woman ofTodi who was tried in 1428 because of 
the sorts of magic she was using. She taught people to cure illness by taking 
a bone from an unbaptized baby out to a crossroad, burying it there, and 
saying various prayers and formulas on that spot over nine days. She knew 
how to counteract curses. When a man found a strange feather in his 
pillow and suspected it had been put there to cast a spell on him, he took it 
to Matteuccia, who destroyed the spell by means of an incantation, then 
told the man to take the feather home and bum it. Matteuccia could also 
transfer ailments, and did so on one occasion to cure a client's lameness: she 
took a potion with thirty different herbs, enhanced its power with an 
incantation, and cast it out on to the street so that the lameness might be 
transferred from the client to an unsuspecting passerby. She gave a 
contraceptive formula to a priest's mistress: she was to take ashes from the 
burnt hoof of a female mule, mix them with wine, and drink them. But 
Matteuccia's real specialty was love magic. She recited incantations over 

2 G. Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1948), 172- 87. Storms suggests that 
the priest was pagan, but this seems unlikely. 

3 Irmgard Hampp, Beschwiirung , Segen , Gebet: Untersuchungen zum Zauberspruch aus dem 
Bereich der Volksheilkunde (Stuttgart: Silberburg, 1961), 15- 17. 
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herbs, then gave them to women as love potions. She gave women lotions 
for their hands and faces which would arouse men's affections. When the 
mistress of a priest complained that he had not had relations with her for a 
long time, but beat her, Matteuccia took a wax image and placed in on a 
fire, while the client recited words comparing the wax to the priest's heart; 
after this ceremony the priest loved the wompn passionately and did her 
bidding. 4 

Matteuccia was obviously a professional. Clients came to her, some
times from out of town, to obtain various kinds of magic in exchange for 
money. Not all folk practitioners would have been as bold as she was: 
some might have been wary of using overtly magical techniques, and 
some might have been more scrupulous about the purposes they served. 
Yet others may have been even more daring than she: unofficial exorcists, 
for example, who would go about driving demons out of people to cure 
their ailments. The theologian John of Frankfurt had little patience with 
such vigilante attacks on demons. Popular exorcists, he complained, take 
hold of people with natural illness and try to cure them with savage rituals, 
torturing them with cold water, strangling them, and beating them with 
switches. If the victims are not mad already they can be driven mad with 
such treatment. 5 We know of one such exorcist who competed with the 
local clergy around Florence. By using strange rituals with a candle and 
incantations he managed to cure a ten-year-old girl, though she was left 
weak after the rigors of his exorcism.6 

If some people were known as healers, others were known as diviners 
or fortune-tellers. No doubt these categories overlapped, and no doubt 
there were monks and priests who engaged in divination as well. We have 
manuals for fortune-telling that may have been written by monks, either 
for fellow monks or for lay readers, though both the authorship and the 
audience are often obscure. When the duchess of Gloucester wanted 
assurance of her husband's future good fortune in 1441, one of the people 
she went to was Margery Jourdemayne, who was known as a "witch" but 
seems to have been known especially for her divination. Along with two 
distinguished scholars from Oxford, one a noted astrologer and the other 
an eminent physician, Margery aided the duchess in foretelling the duke's 
future and in working image magic to ensure an heir. This, at any rate, is 
what the defendants admitted when they were brought to trial; whether 
they performed further magic is unclear. 

• Candida Peruzzi, "Un processo di stregoneria a Todi nel4oo", Lares: Organo della Societil 
di Etnograjia Italiana-Roma, 21 (1955), fasc. HI, 1-17. 

o Joseph Hansen, ed., Quellen und Untersuchungen zur Geschichte des Hexenwahns und der 
Hexenverfolgung im Mille/alter (Bonn: Georgi, 1901), 79. 

6 Gene A. Brucker, "Sorcery in early Renaissance Florence", Studies in the Renaissance, 10 

(1<)63), 13- 16. 
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Some of the business of these folk practitioners - the healing if not the ~ 

divining - must have been siphoned off by the rise of university-trained ~ 
physicians around the twelfth century. 7 There had been places where one 'I....... 
could obtain scientific medical education in earlier years: medical study "
had been available at Salerno as early as the tenth century. The growth of ~ 
universities in the thirteenth century brought more systematic medical '-.: 
training, integrated into the curriculum of scholastic education then ~ 
emerging. After taking several years of formal coursework and passing .~ 

examinations, the physician would be formally certified as such. It might t:(; 
be pleasant to report that the rise of the medical profession brought about ~ 
the abolition of magical techniques, but since classical writings were still ,~ 
the foundation of medical education, the distinc . . ~ 

an magic remained no clearer than it had been in antiquity. 'k, 
The earlier t es of ractitioner remained in de 

7 Vern L. Bullough, The Development of Medicine as a Profession: The Contribution of the 
Medieval University to Modern Medicine (New York: Hafner, 1966). 



62 The common tradition of magic 

to puncture the skin, how much blood to withdraw, and how to stop the 
flow. Preventing infection was not yet a subject for systematic study, but 
the trained barber-surgeon would have known that there are certain times 
of the month or of the year when a patient should not be bled, and would 
have observed these strictures. 

Surgeons and barber-surgeons may have "been less inclined toward 
magic than other practitioners. Their hands-on approach to health pre
cluded some of the more exotic remedies that prevailed in internal 
medicine. Yet they were not wholly immune to the allure of magic. The 
biography of Antoninus Pierozzi (d. I459), archbishop of Florence, tells 
that he once went to a local barber-surgeon, and while the man was taking 
care of him the prelate asked how he had gained medical knowledge 
without command of Latin. The man replied in all innocence that a monk 
had given him a book from which he learned all he needed to know. The 
archbishop asked to see the book, and the barber-surgeon happily com
plied. To his astonishment, Antoninus found the manuscript filled with 
incantations "and things and signs pertaining to the evil and magical arts." 
It is difficult to know how to interpret this description. It might have 
applied quite literally to a compilation such as the Munich handbook, 
though the barber-surgeon would not have been likely to mistake that for 
anything else. More probably it contained prescriptions like those in the 
Wolfsthurn handbook, in which case the archbishop's reaction was 
overstated. 8 

Medical manuals from medieval Europe often have gynecological and 
obstetric information alongside other material, which suggests that gen
eral practitioners (to use modern parlance) might deal with these matters. 
For aid in childbirth, however, most people would go not to physicians 
but to midwives. They too might engage in practices that others would 
call magical: there is ample evidence, for example, that amulets of various 
kinds were used to aid in childbirth, and a midwife might be expected to 
know and use such techniques. In the later medieval centuries, when 
medicine had taken steps toward professional status and the notion oflegal 
control had been established, mid~ives in some parts of Europe were 
officially licensed. Yet their training remained practical rather than theo
retical or academic, and people with higher education no doubt saw them 
as unsophisticated. Not surprisingly, this unprestigious career was left to 
women, and this was virtually the only sort of health care that women 
were widely and officially allowed to provide in these later centuries. 

The practice of midwifery could at times involve serious forms of 
magic . In the early fifteenth century a woman of Paris named Perrette was 

8 Acta sanetarum, May, vol. 2 (Paris and Rome: Palme, 1866), 339. 
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practicing as a licensed midwife with clients even from the aristocracy. 
Against her better judgment she became involved in a scheme to cure a 
certain nobleman ofleprosy by irregular means: in exchange for a sum of 
money she was to obtain the body of a stillborn infant, whose fat would be 
used for an unguent. After great hesitation she procured the needed 
corpse, only to find herself incarcerated under suspicion of witchcraft. 
Eventually her friends appealed to the king for a pardon, which she 
obtained.9 

There were also outright quacks who claimed medical competence 
they did not have. One in London in 1382 tried to cure a woman by giving 
her a piece of parchment with a prayer on it, which he alleged had special 
medicinal value. Another, earlier in the century, had been importing 
spoiled wolves' meat for its curative virtues. In both cases the authorities 
made a point of showing that the culprits were in fact neither physicians 
nor surgeons. Apart from practicing unorthodox medicine, they were 
guilty of impersonation. 10 

Physicians soon found themselves competing not only with the earlier, 
traditional practitioners, but with a new sort as well: the occasional 
mendicant friar who developed skill in medicine. The mendicant (or 
"begging") orders, such as the Franciscans and Dominicans, arose in the 
thirteenth century. They distinguished themselves for their preaching and 
other religious service, especially in the towns, and became immensely 
popular and influential. Many of them went to the universities for their 
education, and before long they became prominent as scholars. Those 
who had studied the liberal arts might in the process obtain at least some a 
smattering of medical knowledge, and some made it a special interest, 
even though they were forbidden to obtain medical degrees. There is 
evidence of Dominicans and Franciscans who provided medical care, 
especially for those who could not afford professional physicians. One 
medical treatise, ascribed to a Friar Randolf ( or sometimes Friar Roland), 
is explicitly intended as a guide to those who would "help poor folk that 
fall into sickness and do not have the knowledge to help themselves or the 
ability to hire physicians." Drawing on the most authoritative sources, 
this author laid out systematically all the basic principles of medicine. 

There were, finally, the nonspecialists: people such as the compiler of 
the Wolfsthurn handboo~, who probably had no special competence, but 
would gladly make use of magical techniques helpful in coping with the 
problems of daily life. In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, partly 
because literacy was increasingly common among the laity and partly 

9 Thomas Rogers Forbes, The Midwife and the Witch (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1966), 1]-]8. 10 Bullough, The Development of Medicine , 104- 5. 
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because paper was beginning to become available (as an alternative to the 
more expensive parchment) as a material for books, European towns were 
flooded with popular writings on all topics. Medical writings taught people 
how to heal themselves: how to let their own blood, how to examine their 
own urine, what herbs to use in treating their ailments. Books of charms 
proliferated. Manuals for divination, long knovy.n in monastic and clerical 
circles, became common now among the laity. These and other materials, 
which had previously circulated for the most part in Latin, were increas
ingly available in the various vernacular languages. If the late Middle Ages 
saw a flowering of popular education generally, they were also a golden age 
for magic. Now one no longer needed to be a specialist. Anyone could learn 
the magical arts, and many people evidently did so. 

These, then, are the dramatis personae, the characters we will see on the 
stage of medieval magic. They are a diverse company, and their interac
tion was unpredictable. Yet they did interact: scarcely any form of magic 
was the exclusive preserve of any of these groups. It was a monk who gave 
the Florentine barber-surgeon his book of magic. Margery Jourdemayne 
had a record of collaborating with clerics in the occult arts. Professionals 
might be jealous of nonprofessionals, but that was all the more reason for 
the latter to plunder the medical knowledge of the former via popular 
manuals that disseminated up-to-date medical techniques. The culture of 
the age was by no means uniform, but the distinctions that did exist -
social, professional, and geographical - were remarkably fluid. 

MEDICAL MAGIC: HERBS AND ANIMALS 

The varieties of medical practice in medieval Europe can already be 
gleaned from two Anglo-Saxon manuals, both of which show how the 
pre-Christian culture of northern Europe became grafted on to Graeco
Roman tradition.l1. The first is generally known as the leechbook (or 
"doctor-book") of Bald, because a poem incorporated in it refers to a man 
named Bald as having it written out for him. Living well before the rise of 
universities, Bald must have been an informally trained leech. The use of 
the vernacular Anglo-Saxon language suggests that he was a layman, 
though the occasional use of Latin indicates that he was a man of some 
culture. On the other hand, some of his formulas require either saying 
masses or having masses said over the healing herbs; these materials 
probably came from a clerical or monastic setting. His book dates from 
the tenth century, though it includes much earlier material, some of it 
classical. It cites the authority of "Pliny the great physician" for some of its 

11 For both see Storms, Anglo-Saxon Magic. 
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bulk of humankind, therefore, the influence of the stars upon the body 
will go unopposed. Yet the will remains free in principle, and those who 
exert themselves may counter the effects of the stars. The argument was 
usually supported with a maxim ascribed to Ptolemy: "The wise man 
rules the stars. "14 

Certain others in the thirteenth and following centuries were more 
enthusiastic and less critical about astrology. Guido Bonatti denied pre
cisely such qualifications as Thomas maintained. For him astrology held 
the key to all knowledge: 

All things are known to the astrologer. All that has taken place in the past, all that 
will happen in the future - everything is revealed to him, since he knows the effects 
of the heavenly motions which have been, those which are, and those which will 
be, and since he knows at what time they will act, and what effects they ought to 
produce.ls 

Yet this extreme view was very much a minority opinion. Among 
philosophers and theologians from the late thirteenth century onward the 
more common conclusion was that the stars and planets exert a strong yet 
resistible influence on human affairs. Even this much was sometimes 
denied: Nicholas Oresme (ca. 1325-82), for example, maintained that the 
stars influence earthly objects only by shedding heat and light. 

Further support for astrology came from appeal to what we would call 
case histories. One writer from the late twelfth century, for example, told 
how he had been atJaffa when a new ship was about to sail. Being known 
as an astrologer, he was asked to determine what fate the stars held for this 
vessel. He calculated the position of the heavenly bodies, and began 
trembling as he realized the ship was destined to founder. He himself 
escaped disaster by not boarding it, but the crew decided to set sail despite 
his warning, and soon after they left ha-rbor the vessel was in fact 
shipwrecked. Another story, set in India; involved two boys, one a prince 
whose horoscope suggested he should be a craftsman, and the other a 
weaver's son whose horoscope indicated he should be a great dignitary. 
The outcome, of course, was that the two boys grew up as the stars 
decreed, not as their families expected. On ·the other hand, what about 
people born under the same stars but in fact destined to very different 
lives? In response to this challenge the astrologers could cite a tale from 
Julius Firmicus Maternus about a king and a peasant who were born at the 
same time. The king ruled over his kingdom; the peasant, while deprived 
of the same kind of power ;:nonetheless was a dominant figure who ended 

14 The usual forms were Homo sapiens dominatur astris or Sapiens dominabitur astris; homo 
would usually be read here, as often in medieval Latin, to exclude femina. 

15 Theodore Otto Wedel, The Mediaeval Attitude Toward Astrology, Particularly in England 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1920), 79 (with quotations translated). 
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up ruling in his own figurative realm. The logical extension of these stories 
was the claim that astrology actually rested on empirical study of 
numerous case histories. One writing of pseudo-Aristotle thus claims to 
report the results of a survey, in which horoscopes cast for twelve 
thousand men provided a proper data base for astrology. 

More than anything else, however, it was the philosophical and 
scientific grounding of astrology that gave it ~ respected position in the 
European intellectual world. Arabic astrologers such as Abu Ma 'shar had 
refined the philosophical underpinnings for astrology, using eclectic but 
loosely Aristotelian arguments to show in systematic detail how the more 
perfect quintessence of the heavenly bodies could exert power over the 
lesser bodies on Earth. It was the backing of this philosophical cosmology 
that did most to ensure that astrology would gain credence in the 
universities of western Europe. 

Astrologers might also gain a hearing in Neoplatonist circles. To be 
sure, there were Neoplatonists whose focus on the "intelligible" world of 
the spirit drew their attention away from the physical world, but there 
were also Neoplatonists influenced more by the co.smology of Plato's 
Timaeus and by the work of Macrobius. Those of the latter sort inclined to 
see the cosmos as an integrated totality, within which even divine influ
ence is mediated through the stars rather than intervening directly upon 
earth. 16 Even so, however, the Neoplatonist tradition disposed its adher
ents to see the cosmos as a living system with complex and unpredictable 
influences, not as a system of mechanical and regular influences on which a 
science of prediction might be based. It is one thing to say in the abstract 
that the macrocosm of the universe will exert constant impact on the 
microcosm of the individual human being. It is something quite different 
to isolate and analyze specific influences, and that was a tendency more to 
be expected from the Arabic synthesis oflearning, with its grounding in 
Aristotelian cosmology. 

While astrology could be useful in ascertaining the influence of the stars 
and predicting things that would happen, its underlying principles could 
also be helpful in explaining certain occult or mysterious phenomena 
within nature. This is a topic that arises in various philosophical writings 
of the thirteenth and following centuries, and one of the fullest treatments 
is to be found in Thomas Aquinas's treatise On the Occult Works of 
Nature. 17 The examples Thomas gives are phenomena we would not 
16 Tullio Gregory, "La nouvelle idee de nature et de sa voir scientifique au xne siecle", in 

John Emery Murdoch and Edith Dudley Sylla, eds., The Cultural Context of Medieval 
Learning (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1975), 193- 218. 

17 Joseph Bernard McAllister, The Letter of Saint Thomas Aquinas De Oaultis Operihus 
Naturae Ad Quemdam Militem Ultramontanum (Washington, DC: Catholic University of 
America Press, 1939). 
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usually recognize as magical, and indeed he does not apply that term to 
them: he is trying to explain such things as the power of a magnet to attract 
iron and the power of rhubarb to act as a medicinal purgative. While his 
examples are thus quite ordinary, he nonetheless speaks of "occult" 
powers - those which cannot be ascribed to the physical makeup (or 
"elements") of the objects in question - and his reasoning would apply to 
other occult processes that would more often be called magical. 

Thomas says at the outset that a higher agent can work through a lower 
one in either of two ways. The higher agent may impress some kind of 
"form" upon the lower agent, as when the sun illuminates the moon and 
causes it to become luminous. Or else it may simply use the lower agent as 
a tool, the way a carpenter uses a saw. When the lower agent consistently 
has the same effect every time it is applied, we must assume that the higher 
agent has impressed a form upon it; such powers are part of the essence of 
these lower agents. This is the case with the powers inherent in magnets 
and rhubarb . Where do these forms come from? Thomas, like Aristotle, 
sees the stars and planets as responsible for the generation and decay of all 
corruptible bodies: when a mineral is formed in the ground, or a plant 
grows in the soil, these processes can be traced to the influence of the 
heavenly bodies, which affect all things on earth by their passing through 
the sky. It is the stars and planets, then, which by their motion impress 
those forms on magnets, rhubarbs, and all other things, endowing them 
with both ordinary and occult powers. 

In writing this treatise Thomas was not doing astrology, nor was he 
even addressing the question whether the stars can foretell human con
duct. What he had in common with the astrologers was simply the belief, 
which both he and they found already worked out in Aristotelian 
cosmology, that the stars have influence on earthly persons and objects in 
ways that are not manifest (and are thus '.'occult"). It is sometimes argued 
that magic is not in fact a branch of science but rather of technology; it 
would be more in keeping with medieval usage to say that it is a practical 
rather than theoretical science. Yet it lent itself to theoretical explanation, 
and what Thomas was articulating was a theory of the cosmos that could 
suffice to account for a wide range of occult phenomena. 

ASTRAL MAGIC 

In the same treatise Thomas explicitly distinguished natural channels of 
astral influence (such as magnets and rhubarb) from those artificial astro
logical images sometimes used in magic: images bearing signs of the 
constellations or planets, through which the power of these heavenly 
bodies is drawn down and concentrated so that it can be used in magic. 
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The latter, he says, can work only as tools of some extrinsic agent, by 
which he means a demon. Others would have disagreed, and argued that 
such images can have effect naturally, without demonic intervention, 
though this position is not easy to find in formal philosophical literature. 
Because this magic sought to change rather than merely learn one's 
destiny, its effect was entirely distinct from that of astrology proper, and 
for that reason it has been proposed that it be caBed "astral" rather than 
"astrological" magic. 18 Treatises on such magic made their way from the 
Arabic world to the West: works ascribed sometimes to known historical 
writers and sometimes to the mythical Hermes Trismegistus. 

How this magic worked can be seen, for example, in the instructions 
that Thabit ibn Qurra (ca. 836--901) gives for ridding a place of scorpions. 
The first step is to make an image of a scorpion out of copper, tin, lead, 
silver, or gold, while the constellation Scorpio is in the ascendant. One 
must write the name of this constellation and various other astrological 
information on the image, then b.ury it in the place that is to become free 
of scorpions. While burying it one should say, "This is the burial of it and 
of its species, that it may not come to that one and to that place." It is still 
better to make four such images and bury them in the four corners of the 
place in question. 19 

This procedure may seem innocent enough, but Thabit and others 
recommended similar techniques fo'r many purposes, not all so blameless. 
Astral images could help in recovering a husband's affections, gaining the 
favor of a king, regaining stolen property, destroying a town or any other 
place, inflicting illness, preventing a person from performing some action, 
bringing concord to enemies or enmity to friends. John Gerson (1363-
1429) wrote against a physician who had tried to heal kidney disease by 
using a medal with an image of a lion and certain characters inscribed on it. 
Sometimes the instructions called for writing the name of the victim on 
the image. Often they listed spices or herbs to be used in fumigating it. 
Incantations might also be recited over it: some treatises give names of 
spirits to be invoked as an aid in this magic. Once duly prepared, the image 
might be worn over one's heart or otherwise carried on one's person, 
though most often it was to be buried. The Latin preface to the translation 
of one such treatise recognized that such magic might give offense, but 
argued that God had given it to his servants as a tool for the good and for 
vengeance against malefactors. Granted, it might at times be misused; but 
should the axe be blamed if it is used sometimes for killing people rather 
than cutting down trees? 

18 Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London: Routledge, 19<)4), 
60, I. Lynn Thorndike, "Traditional medieval tracts concerning engraved astrological im
ages", in Melanges Auguste Pelzer (Louvain: Bibliotheque de I'Universite, 1947),217-'73 , 
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The best known work of astral magic was an Arabic text known in the 
West as Picatrix. 20 This was translated from Arabic into Spanish at the 
behest of Alfonso the Wise, and then found its way into Latin. The author 
(or rather compiler, since the work is an unwieldy collection of related 
materials) professes a dualistic view of the world, in which spirit stands 
exalted above matter, yet the basic point of the work is to show how spirit 
itself, dwelling at its purest in the stars, can be brought down to earth and 
work upon matter. Occasional statements of grand principle are inter
spersed in a great mass of specific instructions. Inscribe a set of markings or 
talismanic signs on a piece of linen under the proper astrological condi
tions, add the name of a person, and set fire to the cloth, and the person 
named will be compelled to go wherever you want. Write other signs on a 
lead tablet and hide it in any habitation, and you will draw down the 
power of Saturn in such a way that the place will become depopulated. 
Elsewhere the reader is told to bury such images for the desired effects. 
Alternately, the power of the heavenly bodies can be channeled through 
"prayers." One chapter tells in detail how to pray to the planets, first 
listing the situations appropriate for petitioning each of them, then giving 
the properties of each and proposing formulas for prayer (which might 
well have served as models for the astral prayer in Chaucer's Franklin's 
Tale) . As smoke rises from one's censer, one is to invoke the planets by 
their names in various languages, praising them for their powers, and 
"conjuring" them to aid one's designs. The book also lists magical 
substances with wondrous properties: mandrake, laurel, the brain of a 
hoopoe, the blood of a bat, and so forth . Sometimes these suffice by 
themselves as potions, but elsewhere they are to be burned as "fumiga
tions" and their smoke acts as a kind of incense to enhance the power of an 
image or a prayer. On occasion the work speaks of constraining 
demons to perform one's will, but this. theme is seldom explicit. 

We find ourselves here on the fringes of the occult sciences, in an area 
that shed disreputability upon the movement as a whole and enhanced 
critics' suspicions of astrologers generally. 

ALCHEMY 

Like astrology, alchemy was a form of occult knowledge that required 
extensive learning. Also like astrology, it arose ~ antiquity ,lived on in the 
Byzantine and Muslim worlds, but survived in the West only in fragmen
tary form until Arabic materials were translated in the twelfth century. In 
I 144 Robert of Chester translated into Latin the first alchemical treatise 

20 Pingree, ed., Picatrix. 
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ever accessible to Europeans. Soon he and other translators of the era made 
Westerners familiar with Arabic terms basic to chemistry and alchemy 
alike: "alkali," "naphtha," "alcohol," "elixir," and the word "alchemy" 
itself. 

The essential point of alchemy is to discover the elixir or""philosopher's 
stone," which can transmute lead or other base metals into gold and silver. 
In their search for this elixir alchemists would spend years working over 
increasingly complex furnaces and laboratories, attempting to refine, 
sublimate, fuse, and otherwise transform their various chemicals. In the 
process they produced much improvement in the tools of experimenta
tion; their furnaces and stills, for example, 'contributed to the techniques of 
later chemical experimentation. 

Alchemists assumed an intricate system of affinities between chemicals 
and other forms of being. Like the astrologers they assumed a consonance 
between microcosm and macrocosm. For their purposes this link was 
suggested most fundamentally .by the association between metals and 
planets: between gold and the sun, silver and the moon, iron and Mars, 
quicksilver and Mercury, and so forth . They thought that observation of 
the heavens could show the most favorable times for working with these 
metals and other chemicals. When alchemists work under a waxing 
moon, for example, they obtain purer metals. 

Like astrology, alchemy rested upon philosophical principles most 
clearly and authoritatively stated by Aristotle and developed by Scholastic 
philosophers . Of particular importance was the notion that all matter is 
reducible to four elements (earth, air, fire, and water), which are further 
reducible to "prime matter." If all metals are composed of these same basic 
elements in various proportions, then should it not be possible to 
recombine the elements to obtain other, higher forms of matter? This was 
the alchemists' dream. 

The writings of the alchemists are often obscure and veiled in symbol
ism. Their opacity can be seen in one classic text that the alchemists 
claimed as their own: the Emerald Table, a series of cryptic sayings 
allegedly written on an emerald slab and discovered in the tomb of 
Hermes Trismegistus: 

As all things were by the contemplation of one, so all things arose from this one 
thing by a single act of adaptation. The father thereof is the Sun, the mother the 
Moon. The Wind carried it in its womb, the Earth is the nurse thereof. It is the 
father of all works of wonder throughout the whole world. The power thereof is 
perfect. 21 

And so on. Alchemists explained that the "one thing" is the elixir, whose 
father is gold and whose mother is silver. Other sayings in the text were 

21 Translated in E. J. Holmyard, Alchemy (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1957), 97- 8. 
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interpreted as referring to various procedures carried out in the alchemical 
laboratory. 

Far more straightforward was a popular manual of alchem y from later 
medieval Europe, the treatise On Alchemy ascribed to Albert the Great. 
The greater part of this work was a practical, point-by-point introduction 
to the various tools and procedures of the trade: the kinds offurnaces used, 
the vessels, the chemicals, and the stages in preparation of chemicals. The 
author explains that "calcination" is a process of reducing a substance to 
powder by exposing it to fire, to remove the moisture that unites its 
component parts. "Distillation" is purification of a liquid by allowing its 
vapors to rise and be separated from the dregs. Among the most important 
chemicals are sulphur and mercury; before the philosopher's stone can be 
prepared, sulphur must be dissolved, whitened, and fixated as follows: 

First, boil sulphur in strong acid for a whole day. Let it first be well ground, and 
remove the superabundant scum. Afterwards allow it to dry, grind it, and add as 
much of the prepared alum as I have taught, and put it into the vessel for 
sublimation for mercury, knowing that less fire is to be applied than for mercury. 
Turn down the fire and slowly sublime it for a whole day. Take it out in the 
morning and you will find it sublimed and black. Sublime it a second time and it 
will be white. Sublime it a third time, with salt added, and it will be very white. 
Again sublime it a third time, with salt added, and it will be very white. Again 
sublime it a third time and a fourth time up to the fixation point, and set it aside.22 

This treatise also contains advice for the aspiring alchemist. It is 
important, the author insists, to have a house in a secluded place for 
alchemical work. He warns against starting to work without sufficient 
funds. And he admonishes the pupil to avoid all dealings with princes, 
who will harass the alchemist whether he is successful or unsuccessful, 
though for different reasons in the two cases. Many would-be alchemists, 
he says, fail through misunderstanding, d'ebauchery and folly, careless
ness, lack of funds, or irresolution. 

A particularly engaging introduction to medieval alchemy is the 
writing of Thomas Norton, an alchemist in fifteenth-century Bristol who 
claimed that he had learned by age twenty-eight how to confect the elixir 
of gold. In his Ordinal of Alchemy he tells how he traveled over a hundred 
miles to find his master in this art, and in forty days he learned from him all 
of its secrets, but when he set about preparing the elixir back at home his 
product was stolen from him twice. 23 

Even more than Albert.:the Great, Norton devotes himself to render
ing wise counsel. He warns against trusting in superstitions, in false 

22 Libellus de alchimia, ascribed to Albertus Magnus, trans. Sr. Virginia Heines (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1958), ch. 38 (translation adapted). 

23 The Ordinall of Alchimy by Thomas Norton of Bristoll, Being a facsimile reproduction from 
Theatrum chemicum britannicum (London: Arnold, 1928). 
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astrologers, and in necromancy, "for it is a property of the Devil to lie." 
For the work to proceed correctly everything must be in proper concord. 
The alchemist's mind must be in accord with the work itself, properly 
stable and comprehending. The workmen must be in accord with the 
craft, working in orderly shifts. The instruments must be in accord with 
the work, all the vessels having the proper shapes and materials. The place 
too must be in accord with the work, without drafts or other disturbances. 
Places "where lechery is used" are inappropriate. And the work must be in 
accord with the heavenly spheres: it must be done under proper astrologi
cal conditions. Norton's insistent refrain is that people without the proper 
training in metaphysics and physics should leave alchemy alone, since they 
are doomed to failure. He laments that "every estate" has its hand in this 
art: everyone from popes and cardinals down to glaziers and tinkers. We 
need not take this claim entirely at face value; most other sources suggest 
that the practitioners were mainly clerics and physicians (in the late 
thirteenth .and early fourteenth century, for example, the Franciscan and 
Dominican orders felt obliged several times to forbid their members to 
practice alchemy), yet Norton had perhaps met or heard of people of 
varied status who at least dabbled in the art. 

He tells numerous stories of people who have met with hardship, even 
disaster, in their quest for alchemical gold. A priest near London, reputed 
to be "half a leech" because of his medical skill, determined that with the 

.proceeds from his alchemy he would perform an act of service: he would 
build a bridge across the Thames. After long deliberation he decided that 
he would light his bridge with luminous carbuncles. But after still more 
deliberation he went nearly mad worrying about where he would find 
enough carbuncles for his purpose. After a year he had made little progress 
in his search for gold; he did not even have brass for his efforts. In another 
case, the king of England heard of a monk who had made 1,000 pounds of 
gold in less than half a day. When the monk was dragged from his 
monastery and asked about his gold, he told a sad tale. He had accumu
lated enough gold to send 20,000 men to the Holy Land, and kept it for a 
long time, hoping to find a king who might go on crusade, but because of 
the trouble it had cost him he eventually cast it all into a lake. The king 
soon dismissed the monk, but others from the court, perhaps more 
credulous than their monarch, apprehended and detained him for several 
years, hoping to benefit from his art. 

After several such cautionary tales Norton proceeds to discuss the 
elements of alchemy. First there is the "gross work," the heavy labor of 
mining and working with minerals. The alchemist should not expend his 
efforts on such work but should leave it to servants. The "subtle work," 
on the other hand, falls to the alchemist himself, who must be trained in 



Alchemy 137 

Fig. 14. Alchemist's laboratory, from Norton's Ordinal 

metaphysics and physics so that he will understand this work. The gross 
work must not be done by clerics (meaning here educated men); the subtle 
work can only be done by a cleric. The respective roles of the educated 
master and uneducated serv~nts is suggested by the depictions given in an 
early manuscript of Norton's work (Fig. 14): the servants get their hands 
dirty while the master sits and gives directions. The alchemist himself 
must understand the effects of hot and cold, dry and wet. He must know, 
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for example, that heat causes dry things to become white, as in the case of 
burnt bones or lime, while cold engenders whiteness in wet thillgs, such as 
ice and frost. He must learn to recognize the states of things by color, odor, 
taste, and fluidity. Physicians distinguish nineteen different colors of 
urine, but alchemists have a hundred more colors they must recognize in 
their chemicals. Taste would be an excellent way to analyze substances 
except that it can be dangerous. Norton tells of two foolish men who 
imbibed a bit of the "white stone" in hopes of relief from their sickness, 
but because they had taken it before it was fully prepared they became 
paralyzed until the alchemical master came with an antidote. Alchemists 
must also learn to distinguish various degrees of heat. One who has 
become a true master of the art will ultimately be able to produce not only 
the while stone (needed for production of silver) but the red as well 
(required for alchemists' gold) . What he will discover is that the red stone 
is hidden within the white one and may be released by fire . "Then is the 
fair White Woman married. to the Ruddy Man." 

With curious frequency, medieval sources speak of alchemy as useful 
for health as well as wealth. The elixir has medicinal properties ascribed to 
it, as do other alchemical concoctions. Thus, in 1456 twelve men peti
tioned Henry VI of England for permission to practice alchemy: among 
them were two of the king's own physicians and another physician who 
was a friend of the duke of Gloucester. In granting permission for three of 
these petitioners to engage in alchemical work, the king recalled that the 
elixir was a medicine that would easily cure all illnesses, prolong human 
life in undiminished strength, cure wounds, and serve as antidote to all 
poisons. Only as an afterthought did the king add that transmutation of 
metals into "true gold and very fine silver" could help enrich his king
dom. 24 One key to this conception of alchemy is provided by the treatise 
On Consideration of the Fifth Essence by John ofRupescissa. What seems at 
first odd about this work is that it applies the notion of the fifth essence to 
alcohol. It gives various means for distilling the alcohol found in wine, and 
he tells how to "fix the sun in our sky" by treating the alcohol with heated 
gold to enchance its already marvelous medical powers. Rupescissa may 
have been the first to use alchemical technology and vocabulary in this 
way.25 One might suppose that his work is not really on alchemy at all, 
but what is more to the point is that many people seem to have been using 
alchemical techniques, equipment, and language for purposes other than 
simply trying to confect gold and silver. Clearly Rupescissa (d. ca. 1365) 

2. D . Geoghegan, " A licence of Henry VI to practise alchemy" , Ambix, 6 (1957), 10-17 
(with translation of quotation). 

25 Robert P. Multhauf, "John of Rupescissa and the origin of medical chemistry", [sis , 45 

(1954), 35<r-67· 
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was not unique in proposing that alchemy could produce new kinds of 
drugs from chemical rather than biological sources. In that respect al
chemy provided a breakthrough in pharmacology, however great or 
small the immediate payoff from this breakthrough may have been. 

Alchemists were notorious for making fake gold and silver, which 
turned to dross when tested. Echoing a Psalm verse, Albert the Great 
lamented that this fraudulent gold "does not gladden the heart" like true 
gold. Chaucer conveyed a widespread view of alchemists in The Canon's 
Yeoman's Tale, which presents the alchemists as rogues who spend so 
much time around noxious chemicals that they smell like goats, and who 
rob people of their money by persuading them they can produce gold or 
silver. They can take' silver pieces and insert them into a piece of charcoal, 
from which, not surprisingly, they then produce silver. Or they pretend 
to obtain it by stirring a crucible, but the stick they use is hollow and has 
silver filling inside it. They feign conversion of copper into silver, but they 
accomplish this feat only by having silver up their sleeves. Evidently there 
were in fact alchemists who tried to pass off false gold or silver as the real 
item. To curb this practice Pope John XXII stipulated that anyone who 
made or circulated such counterfeit gold or silver should pay a fine in real 
gold or silver equal in weight to the false metal. The pontiff provided 
special penalties for clerics caught in these practices. 

Even Chaucer's story-teller, however, does not see all alchemists as 
scoundrels; some of them are merely fools. This attitude too was widely 
shared. Johannes Trithemius speaks with verisimilitude when he tells of 
several people who were ruined by alchemy. He speaks of a man who 
squandered a fortune in his alchemical pursuits, then disappeared and left 
wife and children behind. He knows of an abbot who left his abbey in debt 
because of his alchemical research, and a Carthusian prior who wasted five 
or six years on these pursuits. Trithemius' concludes: 

Alchemy is a chaste whore who has many lovers but deludes them all and never 
falls into the embrace of any. She turns the foolish into madmen, the wealthy into 
paupers, philosophers into simpletons, and those she has deceived into talkative 
deceivers, for while they know nothing they profess to know all.26 

Why, then, did many intelligent people take alchemy seriously? 
Partly, no doubt, because hope sprang eternal. Partly because other 
research was being done under the name of alchemy. But also because the 
allure of secret knowled&e was in itself strong, and even stories of 
wretched failure could not··deter those romantic intellects who craved the 
fascination of deep and mysterious learning. 

26 J. R. Partington, "Trithemius and alchemy", Ambix, 2 (1938), 53-<). 





Prohibition, condemnation, persecution 

offering will destroy the crops. By touching people with an unguent 
(made from the fat of strangled children and the venom of toads and other 
animals) they can cause agonizing deaths. To procure the meat and fat of 
infants they strangle them at night, pretend to lament their demise, then 
exhume their bodies. Certain witches have confessed that they killed and 
ate their own children and grandchildren. Y tt to conceal their conduct 
they pretend to be faithful Catholics, going to mass, confession, and 
communion often. 

This treatise is one of the earliest to spell out the details of the pact with 
the Devil, which held a prominent place in the mythology of witchcraft: 

when a person is initiated into the sect, after he has sworn his fidelity and given 
homage, the Devil takes a certain instrument and draws blood from the left hand 
of the one being led astray. The Devil then writes out a certain document with this 
blood, which he keeps for himself.21 

Other trials inspired further literature. A sensational trial at Arras in 
1459-0<> led to the arrest of thirty-four people and the burning of twelve as 
witches. The inquisitor responsible for these proceedings extracted de
tailed confessions about the witches' sabbaths, and while there were many 
who feared that prosecution had gotten out of hand there were others who 
joined the inquisitor in this zealous effort to rid the town of such 
pestiferous company. An anonymous treatise lamented that this sect of 
witches was an unprecedented threat to Christendom, more loathsome 
than all paganism. The case inspired another treatise, by the theologian 
Johannes Tinctoris; a manuscript of this work contains an early depiction 
of the sabbath, with witches venerating the Devil in the form of a goat, 
and others flying through the air on extravagant woolly monsters.22 The 
famed culmination of this literary tradition was the Malleus maleficarum, 
written in 1486 by the inquisitors Jacob Sprenger and Henry Kramer 
partly on the basis of trials that Kramer had conducted.23 Nor was it only 
inquisitors and theologians who wrote sensational accounts of witch trials: 
as early as the 1430S, a secular judge in the Dauphine added his own 
contribution to the genre.24 

The stereotype of the witch was complex, and its sources were various. 
Certain elements came from the exercise of sorcery in the common 

2. Hansen, Quellen, 121. 

22 Ibid., 183- 8. The depiction of the sabbath is reproduced in Norman Cohn, Europe's Inner 
Demons: An Enquiry Inspired by the Great Witch-Hunt (New York: Basic, 1975), plate I. 

23 The Malleus maleficarum, trans. Montague Summers (London: Pushkin, 1928). 
24 Pierrette Paravy, "A propos de la genese medievale des chasses aux sorcieres: Ie traite de 

Claude Tholosan, juge dauphinois (vers 1436)", Melanges de I'Ecole Fran,aise de Rome: 
Moyen Age-Temps modernes, 912 (1979), 333-'79. 
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tradition of magic: the idea.that magical potions can be lethal, or can cause 
impotence or other afflictions. Other details seem to have come from the 
manuals of necromancy. The idea of scattering powder as a sacrifice to the 
Devil could well have come from this source. More specific notions were 
taken over as well. The Munich handbook, for example, instructs the 
necromancer not to make the sign of the cross when flying on a horse 
provided by necromancy, since the horse is in fact a demon and will flee 
the blessing. The same manual, in describing the illusory banquet th~t the 
necromancer can conjure forth, says that there may be a thousand kinds of 
food, all extraordinarily delicious, but the more one eats the hungrier one 
will become, because the food does not really exist. Both these notions are 
echoed in accounts of witchcraft . 

Themes from much earlier tradition became woven into the witch 
stereotype. The notion of a pact with the Devil was grounded in the early 
medieval legend of Theophilus, and in the theological notion (held by 
Thomas Aquinas and others) that magic could work by an arrangement or 
"pact" between the magician and the demons, specifying the symbolic 
intent of various magical acts. The notion of a nocturnal orgy in the 
presence of a demon was a standard charge against heretics in the high 
Middle Ages - indeed, similar charges had been made much earlier against 
Christians in the Roman Empire - though calling this assembly a "syna
gogue" (and, from the late fifteenth century on, a "sabbath") was a sign of 
anti-Semitism. Witches were often thought of as flying through the air, a 
notion that could have come from various sources in folklore or from the 
necromancers ' manuals. When theologians wanted to prove that such 
flight was possible they argued on biblical grounds: an angel carried the 
prophet Habakkuk through the air (Daniel 13-14), and demons, being 
merely fallen angels, retain this power. The concept of sexual intercourse 
with demons (called incubi if they took the form of men, succubi if they 
appeared as women) could also have come from many sources. Merlin's 
father was a demon, and when the Bible spoke of relations between the 
sons of God and daughters of men (Genesis 6: I) later medieval exegetes 
took this to refer to intercourse with incubi. 

Theologians around the thirteenth century, including Thomas Aqui
nas, had refined and rationalized many of these notions. They had shown, 
for example, how it is possible for intercourse with an incubus to produce 
offspring: the demon appears first to a man as a succubus, obtains semen, 
then immediately takes the form of an incubus and transmits it to a 
woman. Other refinements occurred at roughly the same time: the pact 
with the Devil, for instance, was now seen as a formal act analogous to 
feudal homage. 

A particularly important element in the stereotype of the witch was the 
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centrality of women. The classic case of the misogynist witchcraft treatise 
is the Malleus maleficarum; earlier literature had seldom singled women out 
as specifically inclined toward witchcraft, but the Malleus and later texts 
routinely did so. In the courts, too, there was an increasing tendency to 
single out women for prosecution. In the fourteenth and fifteenth cen
turies women outnumbered men by about twp to one as defendants in the 
witch trials; in the later fifteenth century the difference seems to have 
become more pronounced, and in following centuries it was greater still. 
This bias may owe something to the role of women as popular healers 
with herbs and charms, but there is no reason to think that women had a 
monopoly on these or other forms of magic. The association of women 
with witchcraft certainly cannot be explained as an outgrowth of the later 
med,ieval occult sciences and necromancy, since these were overwhelm
ingly the property of male clerics, both in fact and in legend. 

Ultimately the vulnerability of women in this context must be seen as a 
corollary to the precarious position women held in late medieval society 
(and, for that matter, in almost every society through history) . The 
general culture portrayed women as having weak intellect and will. 
When institutions were set against them women would have less power 
than men to resist. If the specific issue was witchcraft it would be hard for 
anyone, woman or man, to disprove the charges, since tangible evidence 
was not expected and confessions could easily be obtained through 
intimidation, false promises of mercy, or torture. But if women were in 
general less trusted and more feared, these means for coercion would be 
directed against them more than against men. General misogynist stereo
types would encourage prosecution, which would then encourage further 
development of stereotypes. The stereotypes, however, do not by them
selves cause prosecution. They may give it direction and aid in arousing 
passion, but when this happens they are called into service to justify and 
encourage prosecution motivated by other factors. 

The provocation to judicial action might be personal, even idiosyn
cratic. An old woman might quarrel with her neighbors. A man might 
attempt to excuse a love affair, claiming that he had been bewitched. A 
midwife might be lured into a cockeyed scheme for curing leprosy with 
the fat of a miscarried fetus. Any of these situations might speak accusa
tions of witchcraft. If the accused implicated other suspects, perhaps in 
revenge, prosecution might escalate. Impassioned townspeople, having 
dispatched one alleged witch, might decide to purge their society of all her 
associates. 

Thus massive trials occurred, especially in the second and third quarters 
of the fifteenth century. Secular judges in the Valais condemned large 
numbers of witches in 1428 and again in 1447. In the first case more than a 
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hundred people are said to ha ve been burned for killing people, destroying 
the crops, and working other harm through magic. This trial is especially 
important as the first for which we have firm evidence of the fully 
developed stereotype of the witch, complete with flight through the air 
and transformation of human beings into animals, along with more 
traditional notions such as eating of babies and veneration of the Devil. 25 

In the Dauphine fully 110 women and fifty-seven men were executed 
over a period from 1428 to 1447. Mass prosecution occurred elsewhere, 
usually under secular judges, though in 1485 it was the papal inquisitor 
Henry Kramer who apprehended forty-eight women and two men at 
Innsbruck. 

While some cases may have started with apprehension of a single 
suspect and then proceeded to others, a trial might also begin with 
accusation of a large group. One wonders in such cases whether the judge 
came upon a group of heretics and applied to them the traditional 
stereotypes of devil-worship, or whether he perhaps stumbled upon some 
agrarian ritual that he little understood and misinterpreted as witchcraft. 
These are always possibilities, though there is little reason to think that 
such mechanisms underlay more than a small proportion of the witch 
trials. When we can see the background of a trial at all clearly, or even 
glimpse it faintly, what seems to lie behind the stereotypes is some form of 
magic. 

Why, then, was there such an increase in the frequency and fervor of 
prosecution in the mid-fifteenth century, and why did trials begin to 
become sweeping witch hunts rather than focusing on individual 
suspects? Certain factors were important as necessary conditions for this 
development: widespread adoption ofinquisitOl:ial procedure, by secular 
as well as ecclesiastical courts; unrestricted use of torture; developm~t ot 
the witch stereotype, complete with the notion of a conspiratorial sect; 
and most important, suspicion (fed by stories of the ~ecromancers) that 
apparently innocent magic might turn out to be demonic. But if these 
were the necessary conditions, what was the cause? The relationship 
between a condition and a cause is difficult to define. By way of analogy: 
when a long dry spell leaves a forest or a town vulnerable to fire, a spark 
may suffice to begin a conflagration, which will spread of its own accord. 
When all the conditions are set for the judicial hysteria of witch hunts, the 
precipitating incidents may be less important than this conjunction of 
prior conditions, and for ~ time the sensation may sustain itself. 

If we need to locate a spark, however, at least one source is clear: the 

25 Carlo Ginzburg, "The witches' sabbat: popular cuit or inquisitorial stereotype?" , in 
Steven L. Kaplan, ed. , Understanding Popular Culture: Europe from the Middle Ages to the 
Nineteenth Century (Berlin: Mouton, 1984), 39-5 I. 
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vigorous drive for reform of the Church in head and members, found 
throughout Western Christendom in the wake of the Council of Con
stance (1414-18) . Reformist sentiment pointed toward useful reform of 
the Church, but, as we have already seen in the case of Bernardino, it was 
not free of fanaticism. A reforming theologian like John Gerson might 
direct his efforts mainly against genuine necromancers, and a reformer 
such as Nicholas ofCusa (1401--64) might find that women who confessed 
to the rites of witchcraft were merely mad, but even they were not 
immune to the fears of their age, and less discriminating minds would be 
less cautious. 26 The prosecutors were zealots, and like most zealots they 
were inspired by holy enthusiasm mixed with skewed perceptions. How 
their perceptions got skewed is a long story, and telling that story has been 
the point of this book. 

CONCLUSION 

If magic is a crossroads in medieval culture, it is one with numerous paths 
radiating from it. We have explored some of these paths at greater length 
than others. What should be particularly clear is the intersection of natural 
and demonic magic, and thus of the scientific and religious elements in the 
culture of medieval Europe. Distinguishing between natural and demonic 
forms of magic was not easy; agreement on the distinction was not to be 
expected. The history of medieval magic is essentially one of conflicting 
perceptions on just this issue. The tendency of the uneducated seems to 
have been to see magic as natural, while intellectuals were torn between 
three conceptions. Following early Christian writers, they might see all 
magic (even that of the common tradition) as relying at least implicitly on 
demons; with the transmission of Islamic scholarship in the twelfth 
century, intellectuals increasingly acknowledged (whether enthusiasti
cally or grudgingly) that a great deal of magic was natural; yet the real and 
express invocation of demons by necromancers renewed old apprehen
sions and made educated people all the more suspicious that magic was 
really demonic, even if it appeared natural. 

Special confusion emerged from special contexts. Early medieval 
missionaries in their conflict with Germanic and Celtic religion might 
preach against magic, yet in making accommodations to Germanic and 
Celtic culture they allowed practices which by late medieval definitions 
would count as magical and perhaps demonic. No doubt the confusion 
was heightened by the more or less simultaneous importation of different 

2 6 Fran~oise Bonney, " Autour deJean Gerson: opinions de theologiens sur les superstitions 
et la sorcellerie au debut du xvO siecle" , M oyen Age, 71 (1971), 85-98; Carl Binz, "Zur 
Charakteristik des Cusanus", Archiv for Kulturgeschichte, 7 (1909) , 145-53 . 
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kinds of magic from Arabic culture: the arrival of the occult sciences, 
grounded in metaphysics and cosmology, lent new respectability to 
non demonic magic, but along the same route of cultural transmission 
came key elements in necromancy, and thus new disrepute for magic. The 
magical arts now stood both in higher respectability and in deeper 
notoriety than before, forcing intellectually respectable astrologers and 
magicians to distance themselves as clearly as possible from their disrepu
table cousins the necromancers. 

The real victims of this tension were those who continued to employ 
the natural magic of the common tradition but were now thickly tarred 
with the brush of demonic magic. Those who prosecuted and condemned 
them were, after all, men with some education, who would naturally tend 
to see popular magic in terms of what other educated people were doing. 
Recognizing the threat of demonic magic in the clerical underworld, they 
would spontaneously project that model on to humbler magicians. To 
justify and promote their repression of popular magic they imagined not 
only a demonic element in this magic, but a conspiracy of demon
worshipers. Between the magicians and their opponents lay a wide 
perceptual chasm. 

It has been proposed that "The greatest magician would be the one 
who would cast over himself a spell so complete that he would take up his 
own phantasmagorias as autonomous appearanc~s. "27 By this definition, 
paradoxically, it was the theologians, preachers, lawyers, inquisitors, and 
other judges who themselves became the greatest of magicians. 

27 Ascribed to Novalis, inJorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths: Selected Stories and Other Writings, 
ed. Donald A. Yates and James E. [rby (New York: New Directions, 1962), 208 
(quotation translated by [rby). 
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