Descriptions of witches
Many of the early descriptions of witches come from
documents written to encourage, or report on,
persecution of witches. According to these documents
the witch would usually have animal familiars, an extra
nipple or teat with which to feed the familiars, and they
would have signed a pact with the devil. Generally the
witch was female and ugly.
In 1484 Pope Innocent VIII said:
“....many persons of both sexes, heedless of
their own salvation and forsaking the
catholic faith, give themselves over to devils
male and female, and by their incantations,
charms, and conjurings, and by other
abominable superstitions and sortileges,
offences, crimes, and misdeeds, ruin and
cause to perish the offspring of women, the
foal of animals, the products of the earth, the
grapes of vines, and the fruits of trees, as well
as men and women, cattle and flocks and
herds and animals of every kind, vineyards
also and orchards, meadows, pastures,
harvests, grains and other fruits of the earth;
that they afflict and torture with dire pains
and anguish, both internal and external,
these men, women, cattle, flocks, herds, and
animals, and hinder men from begetting and
women from conceiving, and prevent all
consummation of marriage; that, moreover,
they deny with sacrilegious lips the faith they
received in holy baptism; and that, at the
instigation of the enemy of mankind, they do

not fear to commit and perpetrate many
other abominable offences and crimes, at
the risk of their own souls, to the insult of
the divine majesty and to the pernicious
example and scandal of multitudes.” Papal
Bull 1484

= In 1580 Bodin described a witch as
£ “One who by commerce and
close confederacy with the
Devil has a deliberate and
very determined intention of
attaining his own selfish
ends”. Bodin 1580"

Scot, writing in 1584 states that the
- women likely to be (falsely)
accused of witchcraft are

*...... be commonly old, lame,
blear-eied, pale, fowle, and
full of wrinkles; poore, sullen,

" superstitious, and papists; or
such as knowe no religion: in

| whose drousie minds the

= { devell hath goten a fine
seat...” Scot 1584"

by August Remigi. 1693

In his publication “The Discovery of Witchcraft® Scot
set out to prove that, whilst witches existed, it was
foolish to believe in witchcraft.




Modern Witches or Wiccans

Wiccea or witcheraft is once again popular in Europe and
the USA. It is sometimes called ‘The Craft’. Most
Wiccans would claim to belong to one of several
traditions:

Gardnerian.  Gardnerians are members of covens
descended from Gerald Gardner or followers of his
magical system. Gardner claimed to have learnt his
system from a coven of witches in the New Forrest.
Alexandrian. Named after its founder Alex Sanders
who claimed to have been introduced to witchcraft by
his grandmother.

Hereditary.  Hereditary witches claim to follow
methods of magic inherited from their families.
Traditional.  Traditional witches follow very old
systems of magic and worship. These groups are often
very secretive.

Hedge Witches. Witches that work on their own, not
with a group or coven. They often specialise in herbal
remedies and healing.

In practice, with the exception of some traditional
groups, most Wiccan traditions are very similar.

Most modern witches consider their craft a religion,
they worship various Gods and Goddesses and ‘work’
magic.

Most of them also follow an ethic of ‘harm none’,
celebrate the major solar festivals and are nature based.

=

The origins of the word ‘Witch’.

It is commonly accepted that the word witch comes from the Old
English words wicca (masculine) or wicce (feminine), derived from
the verb wiccian (to practice witchcraft). The Oxford English
Dictionary informs us that the word ‘is of obscure origin"

It may also be related to the Germanic wissen (to know) and wikken

(to divine).”

The word wiccan is used in manuscripts as early as the year 890 and
the word wychche in a document dated 1290.%

The word witch can be used for a man as well as a woman. 1913: “4
long-haired, haggard old man whom the people about speak of as a
witch”.’

Most early descriptions and depictions of witches are from or by
opponents of witchcraft.

Wicca is the word often used by practitioners of modern witcheraft for
their religion. They call themselves Wiccans and practice Wicca.
Wiccans can be male or female.

Origins of the expression ‘White Witch’

The earliest recorded use of this expression was in 1621: “Sorcerers
are too common, Cunning men, Wisards, & white-witches, as they call
them, in every village "’
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What 1s a Witch?

Definitions of the word ‘Witch’

Dictionaries tell us that a witch is “a person, usually female, who
practises or professes to practise magic or sorcery, esp. black
magic, or is believed to have dealings with the devil.”' Some
dictionaries now add the secondary meaning “a follower or
practitioner of the religious cult of modern witchcraft.”

The word ‘witch’ is also defined as “an ugly or wicked old
woman’> and “ a fascinating or enchanting woman”."

The Malleus Maleficarum of 1484 tells us that a witch is “one who
attempts to induce the fallen angels to work evil wonders”.
Historically the word ‘witch’ has been associated with black magic
and evil - witches worked with the devil and demons. Practitioners
of ‘white’ or good magic were known as white witches, pellers,
wise women/men, cunning women/men and various other names,
but generally not as witches.

In more recent times the meaning of the word has changed. Gerald
Gardner, often described as the father of modern witchcraft, said in
1954: “they (witches) are the people who call themselves the Wica,
the “wise people”, who practice the age-old rites
and who h]ave{) along wifh much superstition and _I_QAN PRF.N'“S
herbal knowledge, preserved an occult teaching and g hya. Bid
working processes which they themselves think to be
magic or witchcraft”. X

The American author Starhawk
wrote in 1979: “4
Witch is a “shaper,”
a creator who bends
the unseen into form,
and so becomes one
of the Wise, one
whose life is infused
with magic. s
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