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Primary Sources

The Malleus Male�carum was one of the �rst printed books that condemned the practice of 
magic. Its Latin title translates as ‘Hammer of the witches’. It gave advice on how to �nd and 
punish people suspected of witchcraft. Books like this were then published throughout 
Europe, spreading the fear of witches and encouraging their persecution as far as America. 

The Malleus Male�carum:
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Quotes from the Malleus Male�carum:

“Whoever believes that any creature can be changed for the better or the worse, or 
transformed into another kind or likeness, except by the Creator of all things1, is 
worse than a pagan and a heretic2. And so when they report such things are done 
by witches it is not Catholic, but plainly heretical, to maintain this opinion.”

“All witchcraft comes from carnal lust, which is in women insatiable. See Proverbs 
xxx: There are three things that are never satis�ed, yea, a fourth thing which says 
not, It is enough; that is, the mouth of the womb. Wherefore for the sake of ful�lling 
their lusts they consort even with devils. More such reasons could be brought 
forward, but to the understanding it is su�ciently clear that it is no matter for 
wonder that there are more women than men found infected with the heresy of 
witchcraft. And in consequence of this, it is better called the heresy of witches than 
of wizards, since the name is taken from the more powerful party. And blessed be 
the Highest3 who has so far preserved the male sex from so great a crime: for since 
He was willing to be born and to su�er for us, therefore He has granted to men the 
privilege.”

“And if it is asked whether the devil is more apt to injure men and creatures by 
himself than through a witch, it can be said that there is no comparison between 
the two cases. For he is in�nitely more apt to do harm through the agency of 
witches. First, because he thus gives greater o�ence to God, by usurping to himself 
a creature dedicated to Him. Secondly, because when God is the more o�ended, He 
allows him the more power of injuring men. And thirdly, for his own gains, which he 
places in the perdition of souls.”

Footnotes
1. Referring to God. 
2. Pagans are followers of religions outside of the main religion of a country at the time. Heretics 
are those who hold beliefs that go against the main religion of a country, whilst still claiming to 
be part of that religion. 
3. Referring to God.

Discussion
What reasons do you think people had for fearing witches in the late medieval and 
early modern periods, thinking speci�cally of 1400-1700? Are there any people 
within society who might have been targeted more than others?
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The Apprehension and Confession of three 
notorious witches. 
Arraigned and by Justice condemned and executed at 
Chelmsford, in the County of Essex, the 5. day of July, last past. 1589.

This is a page from a pamphlet, recounting the execution of three women in Essex who had been 
found guilty of witchcraft under the Witchcraft Act of 1563. Joan Prentice had lived in the Sible 
Hedingham almshouse, a home for people living in poverty, for many years before she was 
accused of being a witch. It was claimed that she had killed a child using her familiar, a ferret 
named Bid. When questioned, Joan admitted to having the ferret, but said that she had asked it 
to harm the child, not kill her. 

It is not known whether Joan truly believed her ferret was a familiar, or even if she had a ferret at 
all, but it is likely that she had been forced to give this confession. Joan was hanged on 5th July 
1589 after her trial in which she named two other women as witches.
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Quotes from Joan Prentice’s account:

“In Primis1, this saide examinate saith and confesseth, that about sixe yeeres last 
past, betweene the feastes of all Saintes, and the birth of our Lord God2, the deuill 
appeered vnto her in the Almes house aforesaide: about ten of the Clock in the 
night time, beeing in the shape and proportion of a dunnish3 culloured Ferrit, 
hauing �ery eyes, and the saide Examinate beeing alone” 

“...the Ferret leapt vp vpon her lap, and from thence vp to her bosome, and laying his 
former feete vpon her lefte shoulder, sucked blood out of her lefte cheeke4, and 
then he saide vnto her, Ioan if thou will haue me doo any thing for thee, I am and 
wilbe alwaies ready at thy commaundement, and ther-upon she beeing a little 
before fallen out with William Adams his wife of Hinningham Sibble aforesaide: 
willed the Ferret to spoile her drinke which was then in brewing5, which he did 
accordingly.”

“...the last time he appeered vnto her was about seauen weekes last past, at which 
time she going to bed, the Ferrit leapt vpon her left shoulder, and sucked blood out 
of her lefte cheeke, and that doone: he demaunded of her what she had for him to 
doo? To whō she answered, goe vnto Maister Glascocks house, and nippe one of his 
Children a little, named Sara, but hurt it not, and the next night he resorted vnto her 
againe, and told her that he had doon as she willed him: namely, that he had nipt 
Sara Glascock, and that she should dye therof, to whome she answered and saide, 
thou villaine what hast thou doon, I bid thee to nip it but a little and not to hurt it, 
and hast thou killed the childe? which speech beeing vttered, the Ferrit vanished 
away suddenly, and neuer came to her sithence.” 

“she saith and a�rmeth, that at what time soeuer she would haue her Ferret doo 
any thing for her, she vsed these woordes, Bidd, Bidd, Bidd, come Bidd, come bidd, 
come bidd, come suck, come suck, come suck, and that presently he would 
appeere as is aforesaide: and suckt blood out of her left cheeke, and thenperfour-
med any mischeefe she willed or wished him to doo for her vnto or against any of 
her neighbours.”
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“...they were conuayed from the Barre backe againe to Prison, where they had not 
stayed aboue two howers, but the o�cers prepared them-selues to conduct them 
to the place of execution: to which place they led them, and being come thether, 
one Maister Ward a learned deuine, beeing desired by the Iustices, did exhorte 
these wicked women to repentance, And perswaded them that they would shewe 
vnto the people the trueth of their wickednes, and to call vpon God for mercy with 
penitent hartes. And to aske pardon at his hands for the same: some fewe prayers 
they saide after the precher, but little els: more then this, that they had deserued to 
dye, in committing those wicked sinnes: and so tooke their deathes patiently.”

Footnotes
1. In Primis” is Latin for “at �rst”.
2. Sometime between 1st November and 25th December
3. A dull or greyish brown colour
4. The left was commonly seen as bad. 
5. This was probably ale, as was commonly brewed by local people rather than large breweries.

Discussion
What purpose do you think pamphlets like this served in the promotion of 
anti-witchcraft ideology? 
Consider literacy rates at the time and the use of the images. 
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The Alchemist, by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, 
in The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 

Alchemists tried to turn base metals, such as lead, into gold and attempted to �nd the secret to 
immortality. This was through the search for an item called the philosopher’s stone. These were 
never acheived, but some of the principles of alchemy helped with the later development of 
Chemistry. 

The alchemists in the picture are the ones reading on the right of the picture and the one working 
at the bench on the left. 
What can you tell about these people compared to others in the photo? 
Why might they have been allowed to practice magic while others were punished?
Think about the following aspects: age, gender, wealth and status.
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Knowledge was power in the medieval and Early Modern periods. Those who could read were well 
respected and often ended up in positions of authority. 

Unlike alchemy, which was learnt from books, it was believed healing magic was passed down 
through the family. Few healers were found guilty, as those skills were needed in society, but some 
who were believed to practice other forms of magic were persecuted. 

The two key aspects of alchemy were the search for a way to turn base metals into gold and the search 
for immortality. 

These two things would have been incredibly appealing to those in positions of authority. It is likely 
that alchemists were permitted as they served a purpose to those in power, whilst other magic users 
were seen as a threat to society through their subversion of the status quo. 

Discussion
Why do you think it was acceptable for people such as alchemists to work using 
what was considered ‘magic’, whilst women such as Joan Prentice were executed?

Page 7



Creative Writing

Emotion words:
Fear
Paranoia
Exhaustion
Concerned
Suspicion

Topic words:
Hedge witch
Spell
Accused
Amulet
Familiar

Use the sources previously mentioned or images on the following pages 
as prompts for some creative writing. 

For more images and objects that feature in Wicked Spirits, check out our collections 
online: https://www.cimuseums.org.uk/collections 

Examples:
- A letter from a suspected witch awaiting trial to their family.
- A recount of the trial of a suspected witch, from an empathetic or fearful 
perspective. 
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This is a witch bottle that was found inside a 
building during excavations at Middleborough, 
Colchester. 

Witch bottles were vessels, often ceramic but 
sometimes glass, �lled with a selection of items 
such as iron nails  and hearts made of paper or 
leather. It was believed, when buried under 
�oors or under walls, they would protect the 
building from evil. 

This shows an element of hypocrisy in those 
who were so afraid of magic, using magic to 
protect themselves and their properties.

Cats were commonly owned as pets 
at the time of the witch trials, to catch 
mice as well as for companionship. 

Although it is likely that, in some 
instances, suspects had pets that 
were falsely identi�ed as familiars, 
often the victims had no animals at 
home whatsoever. The concept of a 
familiar became so common, stories 
were made up to �nd the suspects 
guilty. 
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Toads have long been associated with 
witches. Acting as an animal familiar, 
it was believed they were a witch’s 
means of communicating with the 
devil. 

The belief in toadstones, stones that 
toads would produce that could 
identify poisons by turning hot when 
in contact with them, reinforced their 
associations with magic users. 

This is a fragment of galena, a form of 
lead  sulphide. Alchemists believed 
that could turn stones like this into 
gold. 

This may seem far-fetched, but galena 
can have a golden colour when 
oxidised. Perhaps then it is not that 
surprising that alchemists thought 
that they contained gold that could 
be extracted. 

Although they were wrong, the work 
of alchemists led to the development 
of many principles still used in 
modern chemistry. 
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People have worn items for magical 
protection for thousands of years. 
Romans pierced objects such as bone 
and antler, and wore them as protective 
amulets to ward o� evil. 

This pierced antler was found during 
excavations at Lion Walk in Colchester. 
It dates to the Roman period, though 
it's speci�c use and purpose is 
unknown. 

Ursula Kemp was a woman from 
St Osyth who was accused of 
witchcraft. She charged 12p for 
her healing services. 

Ursula was accused of causing 
death and harm by witchcraft, 
after several people in St Osyth 
died, including the child of a 
neighbour with whom Ursula had 
argued. 

Ursula was hanged in 1582.
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Useful resources

Online

Colchester Museums, Collections online - records of objects on display in 
the exhibition: 
https://cim-web.adlibhosting.com/ais6/results 

Transcriptions of many original documents from the Essex witch trials. 
Names and dates of 760 people accused of witchcraft:
http://www.witchtrials.co.uk/

The online catalogue for the Museum of Witchcraft and Magic:
https://museumofwitchcraftandmagic.co.uk/search/

Books

Fiction
Stacey Halls—The Familiars
AK Blakemore—The Manningtree Witches

Non Fiction
The Witch: A History of Fear, from Ancient Times to the Present - Ronald Hutton
Witch�nders - Malcolm Gaskill
Access to History: The Witchcraze of the 16th and 17th Centuries Second Edition - 
Alan Farmer
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