Fear Sells: Addenda to the 1588 Malleus Maleficarum

Our 1588 printing of the Malleus Maleficarum in two tomes, New College Library, Oxford, BT3.259.6 and BT3.259.7
© Courtesy of the Warden and Scholars of New College, Oxford

New College Library houses an impressive collection of witchcraft and demonological treatises,
offering scholars and researchers a compendious resource for exploring the multifaceted
dimensions of early modern witchcraft and demonology. The collection holds texts by prominent
theologians, philosophers, and occultists, revealing diverse perspectives and theories on the nature
of witchcraft, the practices associated with it, and the belief systems underpinning demonology.
These treatises elucidate the evolution of cultural, religious, and societal attitudes towards
witchcraft, from early superstitions to the infamous witch trials of the early modern period.
Though the scale and processes of the witch trials varied geographically and chronologically, the
most severe prosecutions took place between 1560 and 1630. It is estimated that in these years,
approximately 40,000 to 50,000 individuals were executed for witchcraft in Europe. Many
confessions were obtained through coercion, false promises, or torture. Scholars have attributed
these witch trials to various factors, including socio-political turmoil, religious upheaval post-
Reformation, misogyny, scapegoating marginalized groups, and neighbourhood conflicts.
Witchcraft, perceived as the practice of harmful magic, selling onefs soul to the Devil, participating
in Sabbaths, and colluding with demons to undermine Christendom, evoked considerable anxiety
among theologians and intellectuals. This apprehension prompted the publication of numerous
witchcraft treatises.

Our first exhibition to display these treatises, Maleficia: Magic, Witchcraft, & Astrology at New
College Library
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more predisposed to witchcraft than men. Notably, the title employs the feminine ending
imaleficarumi for witches rather than the masculine or neutral form (maleficorumi. Subsequent
writers on witchcraft adopted this gendered notion, attributing female involvement in witchery to
womenis perceived mental and physical weaknesses. Written by inquisitor Heinrich Kramer
(c. 143001505), the Malleus posits that each act of harmful magic, known as maleficium, results from
three components: an evil spirit (daemon), a witch (maleficus), and the permission of God. Kramer
explores alleged instances of pacts with the Devil, characterizing witchcraft as a renunciation of
the Catholic faith and complete submission to the Devil, involving the offering of babies and
engaging in carnal acts wi
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supposed to have been crushed, or to have died from some other cause Pwe steal them
secretly from their graves, and boil them in a cauldron, until, after the bones have been
pulled out, almost the whole flesh is made into a drinkable liquid. Of the solid material
we make an ointment suitable to our wills and arts and transformations. We fill a flask
or bottle with a more liquid fluid, of which he who has drunk, after a few additional
ceremonies, is immediately made a member and a master of our sect.*

Niders stories did not feature a diabolic flight by night, but they did demonstrate the emerging
early modern stereotype of the witch—infanticide, cannibalism, calling down storms, causing
impotence in men, predicting the future, and other heretical practices. As historian Lyndal Roper
as pointed out, many of the stories in witchcraft treatises were not just warnings but also a form
of entertainment.> The bizarr
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a great multitude of women, and do other nefarious things, for example, take babies
from the side of their husbands, roast them and eat them, enter houses through
chimneys or windows, and disturb the inhabitants in various ways, all of these things
happen only in their imaginations.®

Basinis treatise garnered considerable attention, initially published in Paris in 1483. It achieved
Immediate success and experienced several reprints in prominent cities until the late 17th century.

Basinis condemnation of magic is followed by a printing of Ulrich Molitoris Dialogum de
lamiis,
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Forcing the demon to name itself was one of the most important aspects of the ritual, as control
over the demon and the subsequent cure of the demoniac is achieved by naming the source of
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Gerson

It is especially necessary to consider this, if it is a woman, how she converses with her
confessors and instructors. If she attends to continuous conversations, under the cover
of now a frequent confession, now a lengthy narration of her visions, now any other
slander : believe the experts, namely Augustine and Lord Bonaventure : Scarcely is there
another pestilence either more efficacious in injuring, or more incurable : which if it had
no other loss, if not for this extensive consumption of precious time, it would be
sufficient for the Devil. She has something else, of course, an insatiable desire to see
and to speak, meanwhile I will cease [be silent] concerning touch.*®
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philosophers and learned meni. In the context of the European witch trials, this rhetoric is quite
troubling. Witchcraft ifrom belowi, arising from interpersonal relations and political anxieties in
local communities, led to the trial and executions of hundreds of thousands of alleged witches who
were most commonly, in one way or another, local deviants in their community. In providing a
theological basis for local demonological beliefs, writers such as Murner fanned the flames of the
witch-craze, while ready access to printers who were more than happy to make profit from these
witch-phobic texts allowed authors to disseminate these ideas among the learned. Murneris form
of a witchcraft treatise in a fictional dialogue was seen earlier in this tome, that of Ulrich Molitor.
Though the authoris opponent is fictional, both texts are of interest in presenting the real and
anticipated objections to the authoris demonological stance. For Molitor in 1489, the opponent is
the witch-hunting fanatic, while the author is the reasonable sceptic whose arguments are rooted
in longstanding catholic law. For Murner, ten years later, he is the reasoned theologian personally
victimised by witchcraft, while his opponent is the sceptic, unconvinced of the real and present
danger of sorcery.

Let us shift our focus to the penultimate author included in our Malleus, Felix Hemmerlin
(138981460), a canon lawyer from Zurich whose three treatises appear Murneris. The treatises in
question are Tractatus duos Exorcismorum and De credulitate Daemonibus adhibenda, first published 1492
after the authoris death. Hemmerlin, like John Gerson, was writing a generation before the
Heinrich Kramer conceived the Malleus Malleficarum, but is best-known for his writings against
ecclesiastical abuses, which eventually led to his dismissal from office. In his treatise on demons,
Hemmerlin is less concerned with magicians and diabolic pacts, but is more so preoccupied by the
real presence and dangers of demons. Hemmerlin narrates tales of demons stealing the penises of
sinful priests and of destroying the armies of prideful princes, acting independently of sorcerers
and even dealing out punishment for sins. As shown in his tractates on exorcism, Hemmerlin was
surprisingly tolerant of witchcraft, providing an interesting contrast to many of his contemporaries.
The first treatise opens with a case study, in which a peasant was condemned by unnamed
authorities for using a spell to heal his cow. Hemmerlin includes the spell, recited in the German
vernacular: §Ob das sen / dass Maria Magd oder Jungfraun / ein Kind Jesum gebahr / so komme
diesem Thier das Blatt ab / in Namen dess Vattersi.>* From this case, Hemmerlin forms six
questions. Firstly, whether or not we are bound to take care of animals. Secondly, whether we
should ask for their defects or pains to be lawfully healed in the name of God. Thirdly, whether
we can used blessing or curses or animals or human beings. Fourthly, whether all chants or curses
are to be prohibited. Fifthly, whether it is because of the rhymes of the incantations that they are
to be denounced. And sixthly, whether it is because of the gestures of the chanters that they are to
be denounced.” His conclusions are thus: 6And wherefore such and similar oaths, or exorcisms,
or the pronunciation of curses, are lawfully and properly admitted: the prelates of the Churches
should not forbid them, and by faith, hope, and charity they should be preservedi.”® It is perhaps
Hemmerlinis work, then, that best satisfies my hope to find a more tolerant treatise appended to
the Malleus. Though Ulrich Molitor argued against the unbridled witch persecutions, based on
confessions obtained through torture, he fell sh
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strigibus feu maleficis (An Inquiry into Witches, 1523) and Quadruplici apologia de lamiis contra Ponzinibium
(Fourfold Defense on Witches against Ponzinibio, 1525). Spina, a prominent Italian theologian,
joined the Dominicans in 1493 and spent time teaching across Italy until his instalment as an
inquisitorial vicar in Modena in 1517. In this role, he embarked on an enthusiastic anti-witchcraft
campaign, attacking the leniency with which judges prosecuted diabolic witchcraft in his two works
printed in the 1588 Malleus. The first work, Quaestio de strigibus, is a defence of belief in witches,
including their nocturnal flight, interaction with demons, and ability to transform into animals.
Spina supports the acceptance of evidence obtained through torture, arguing that, rather than
making false confessions out of fear of punishment as Molitor suggests would occur, the threat of
damnation assures the veracity of their confessions.?” In both works, Spina relies heavily on the
Malleus Malleficarum as a source, aiming to refute the arguments of those who consider witchesi
Sabbat and confessions to be mere illusions, and dismissing the Canon Episcopi as an authority
on the matter. In his strong advocacy for the belief in witchcraft, Spinais second work, Quadruplici
apologia, counters the views of Gianfrancesco Ponzinibio, an Italian lawyer critical of the
inquisitionis methods to prosecute alleged witches. Ponzinibio argued for adhering the Canon
Episcopi, as Ulrich Molitor had done, and denied the reality of there being any real power in
witchcraft. Spina refutes Ponzinibiois arguments across four tracts, even suggesting the
prosecution of Ponzinibio under suspicion of heresy for defending heretics. Offended by
Ponzinibiob
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