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Witchcraft in Elizabethan drama

Witchcraft is more frequently associated with the Jacobean theatre 
than the Elizabethan, despite the fact that, outside the theatre, 
witchcraft persecution in England seems to have peaked in the 
1580s and 1590s. This focus on the later period is partly a matter 
of modern perceptions and the canonical status of Macbeth, whose 
witches have overshadowed those in earlier plays in many critical 
discussions. However, it is also the case that witchcraft in Elizabethan 
drama is curiously absent, even in those plays in which it is present. 
The witches that appear in Elizabethan theatre are distanced from 
those represented in the purportedly factual texts of demonologists 
and pamphleteers, ensuring that it would have been possible for 
contemporary audiences to interpret stage witchcraft as fictional, 
and unrelated to the type of witchcraft they encountered outside 
the theatre. In consequence, both belief in and scepticism about the 
phenomenon of witchcraft remain, for the most part, submerged. 
Nonetheless, latent scepticism about witchcraft – magic carried out 
by women – can be seen to have shaped the representation of stage 
witches to a considerable extent.

The issue of scepticism in Elizabethan attitudes to witchcraft 
intersects with questions of gender, class, and attitudes towards 
magic more generally. While the fear of witchcraft was seemingly 
at its highest point in Elizabethan England, this was also a period 
in which the power of magic – understood as a branch of learning 
open only to an educated male elite with specialist knowledge – 
was something that governments (including Elizabeth’s) sought to 
exploit. This ambiguity about magic helped to shape the theatrical 
representation of both female witches and male magicians. The 
orthodox demonological view of magic that emerged in the early 
modern period tended to represent all magic as demonic. Distinctions 
between different types of magic, according to this view, were illusory, 
and all of the supposed ‘varieties’ of magic were equally blameworthy. 
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Witchcraft in Elizabethan drama 59

But a wider range of views are evident in the Elizabethan period, 
both in drama and in writings on magic. This chapter begins with 
a discussion of the relationship between gender and magic in early 
modern England, arguing that ‘male’ magic tended to be taken 
more seriously than ‘female’ witchcraft, and that representations 
of witches on stage tended to avoid ‘realism’ partly for this reason. 
The following sections develop and exemplify this claim, beginning 
with one of the earliest plays to stage a ‘witch’, Fedele and Fortunio 
(1584), which provides a particularly interesting example of the 
female witch as learned magician.

Another way to avoid provoking derision by representing ignorant 
and impoverished women performing powerful magic was to base 
witches on classical models. The use of such models has a distancing 
effect, allowing a controversial subject to be buried in a display of 
classical learning. Classical models also provide a way of avoiding 
awkward questions about the reality and efficacy (or otherwise) of 
witchcraft, since it was possible to regard the witches of classical 
antiquity as fictional. The witches of John Lyly and Robert Greene 
are primarily classical in inspiration, and an important classical 
source of witchcraft stories was translated into English at the 
start of Elizabeth’s reign, The Golden Asse. The transformation 
of Apuleius’s witches into fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
however, suggests an early modern capacity for non-demonological 
readings of classical myth.

It has often been remarked that witchcraft in Elizabethan drama 
is not taken as seriously as in several Jacobean plays.1 Witches are 
not usually treated as unforgivably evil; in several plays, charac-
ters that could be described as witches are treated mercifully and 
ultimately forgiven, or even given a happy ending of their own. 
In several plays they are among the more sympathetic characters 
to appear. Part of what enables forgiveness to be extended to the 
witches in most Elizabethan plays is that they tend to be involved 
in comedies with strong romantic elements. A love comedy, by its 
generic nature, precludes the meting out of harsh punishments. Love 
magic is a phenomenon with obvious comic and dramatic potential, 
and one which tends to diminish the guilt of those carrying it out, 
since love leads to the matrimonial resolution demanded of early 

1 Katherine M. Briggs, Pale Hecate’s Team (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1962), p. 59; Harris, p. 31.
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60 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

modern comedy. This more lenient attitude towards love magic 
may have prevailed outside the theatre as well: when John Coxe, 
a Catholic priest, confessed to having used love magic in 1561, he 
may have made that confession as a means of self-defence, thereby 
anticipating potential allegations that he had used magic for more 
sinister purposes, perhaps even threatening the Queen’s life: Michael 
Devine comments that at this time ‘Coxe’s admission of using love 
magic was not in itself a serious issue’.2 Sympathy for at least one 
Elizabethan stage witch, Medusa in Fedele and Fortunio, is made 
possible on similar grounds. Love, so often described in terms of 
a metaphorical enchantment, defuses the potential threat of literal 
bewitchment.

While a seemingly sympathetic attitude towards witches holds 
for most of the period, the situation changes abruptly in the early 
1590s, in a way analogous to, and coincident with, the change in 
the nature of witchcraft pamphlets detected by Marion Gibson and 
Barbara Rosen.3 Hostile depictions of witches appear in several 
plays of similar date, and these witches are strikingly unlike the 
previous depictions of classically inspired hags. The witches in the 
Henry VI plays are not presented as fictional, since they represent 
historical people who were widely believed, or at least reputed, 
to have been witches with genuine magical power. At around the 
same time, Dr Faustus presents the first – and arguably also the 
last – depiction in English drama of a witch as a tragic protagonist 
(also, not coincidentally, the first and last male witch). Dr Faustus 
explores the psychology of its witch in detail and presents the first 
demonologically informed witch in English theatre – one for whom the 
characteristics of scepticism and credulity are essential features. With 
Faustus and the witches of the chronicle histories, witchcraft in the 
theatre becomes less fictional, less distanced from the contemporary 
world by the use of classical models, and considerably more hostile 
to witchcraft and witches.

2 Michael Devine, ‘Treasonous Catholic Magic and the 1563 Witchcraft 
Legislation: The English State’s Response to Catholic Conjuring in the 
Early Years of Elizabeth I’s Reign’, in Supernatural and Secular Power in 
Early Modern England, edited by Marcus Harmes and Victoria Bladen 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 67–91 (p. 77).

3 Gibson, Reading Witchcraft, pp. 113–17; Barbara Rosen, Witchcraft in 
England 1558–1618 (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1969), 
pp. 213–14.
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Gender, scepticism, and magic in Elizabethan England

The reign of Elizabeth I saw the reintroduction of laws against 
witchcraft and the most intense period of witchcraft persecution in 
English history. Between 1570 and 1600, almost 400 people were 
indicted for witchcraft in the Home Circuit Assizes.4 The people who 
were the subjects of these indictments do not form a representative 
cross-section of early modern English society. The accused witches 
were disproportionately poor, and disproportionately female: almost 
90 per cent of them were women.5

That English witches tended to be female will not surprise many 
people now, but the case could be made that it ought to. As Norman 
Jones has shown, the witchcraft Acts were probably passed in response 
to a specific Catholic plot against the Queen in 1561; the conjurers 
involved in this plot were men. Conjuring and witchcraft were, at the 
start of Elizabeth’s reign, not offences recognised by secular courts, 
and the punishments available to the ecclesiastical courts were ‘too 
slender’, as Edmund Grindal, the Bishop of London, put it.6 The 
wording of the statute does not target women specifically,7 nor does 
it refer solely to witchcraft. It uses the terms witchcraft, conjuration, 
and enchantment, seemingly interchangeably and without defining 
them.8 The looseness of the Act’s wording provided flexibility to an 
Elizabethan regime that was fearful of a wide variety of real and 
imagined threats to itself: a revealing phrase used by Elizabeth’s 
spymaster, Sir Francis Walsingham, held that ‘there is less danger 
in fearing too much than too little’.9 No threat to the Queen herself 
could be ignored.

Before the Act against witchcraft had been passed, and perhaps 
afterwards too, many people may not have felt that magic was 

4 James Sharpe, Instruments of Darkness: Witchcraft in England, 1550–1750 
(London: Hamish Hamilton, 1996), p. 109.These figures cover the counties of 
Essex, Hertfordshire, Kent, Surrey, and Sussex. The surviving assize records 
for the rest of the country are, unfortunately, much less comprehensive.

5 Sharpe, Instruments of Darkness, p. 108.
6 Quoted in Norman Jones, ‘Defining Superstitions: Treasonous Catholics 

and the Act against Witchcraft of 1563’, in State, Sovereigns and Society in 
Early Modern England, edited by Charles Carlton (New York: St Martin’s 
Press, 1998), pp. 187–202 (p. 192).

7 Jones, p. 198.
8 v Elizabeth c. 16.
9 Quoted in Stephen Alford, The Watchers: A Secret History of the Reign 

of Elizabeth I (London: Penguin, 2013), p. 54.
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62 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

particularly blameworthy. A poem published in 1563, coinciding 
with the passage of the new Act, seems to propose a change in 
how the moral status of magic should be understood. John Hall’s 
Poesie in Forme of a Vision represents a meadow filled with herbs 
and plants (that might be used as magical ingredients), which the 
speaker visits when unable to sleep in order to indulge his love of 
astronomy (a subject associated with magic). But during his latest 
visit, he is warned by Theologus that the meadow is no longer 
safe to visit. In an unpleasantly vivid metaphor, the speaker is told 
that a ‘heron foule’ has ruined the meadow. Having eaten what it 
thought was an eel from the river Styx in hell, the heron developed 
a stomach ache and flew to the meadow to relieve itself, ‘[t]hinking 
as he was wont with Eles, / the same againe to eate’. Unfortunately, 
the eel, actually a serpent, slithers off into the meadow. The process 
is repeated until the meadow is overrun with evil, and Theologus 
warns all the unwary not to visit the meadow, now associated 
with ‘Astrologie iudiciall’ and ‘Necromancye’.10 The status of the 
meadow has been transformed, reflecting a view of magical activity 
as evil which the authorities may have wished to encourage. It is 
striking, however, that no blame is attached to the speaker of the 
poem for his previous activities in the meadow – provided that he 
stops visiting it from now on.

Once the laws against witchcraft had been passed, and despite 
the great scepticism shown by the Elizabethan authorities towards 
cases of demonic possession, questioning the reality of witchcraft 
could be regarded as a threat to order. One complaint recorded in 
state papers against ‘Dr Brown the Phisition’ states:

He ys corrupte in iudgmente and obstinate and impudente in mayn-
teyninge yt namely that there are no witches contrary to the lawes 
of god & the lawes of the lande from tyme to tyme executed and 
that openly before the benche at the maiors table, to breed contempte 
& mislikinge both of magistrayte & lawe.11

It is Brown’s willingness to express his scepticism towards witchcraft, 
together with his reputation as a ‘p[ro]fessed obstinate Papiste’, 
that is said to constitute a threat to order. This claim suggests 
that Reginald Scot’s work on witchcraft – entirely orthodox in 
its declarations of Protestant faith, opposition to superstition, and 

10 John Hall, A Poesie in Forme of a Vision (London, 1563), sigs A7v, A8r, 
A8v.

11 SP xv.25, fol. 212 (5 November, 1578).
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anti-Catholic rhetoric – might also have been seen as troubling, and 
even politically subversive, in its main conclusions.

Witchcraft prosecutions in Elizabethan England overwhelmingly 
targeted women, but magic in general was far from being a female 
preserve. ‘Cunning’ or ‘wise’ folk – people who provided magical 
services for hire – included a large proportion, probably a majority, 
of men.12 Higher up the social scale were magicians like John Dee. 
Dee was a mathematician, astrologer, and alchemist who offered 
his expertise to the royal courts of Mary and Elizabeth. Some of his 
services may have been genuinely useful, such as when he advised 
the explorers Humphrey Gilbert and John Davis on navigation.13 
But he was also consulted for his knowledge of alchemy and magic. 
According to his most recent biographer, Dee corresponded with 
Robert Cecil on a scheme to use spirits to enable spies to com-
municate instantaneously from overseas.14 Despite his notoriety and 
his reputation as a conjurer, Dee was never tried for witchcraft; 
Parry suggests that he was under Elizabeth’s protection because of 
her own interest in alchemy.15

One example of scepticism towards witchcraft, expressed by a 
member of the Elizabethan social elite, is revealingly qualified. Henry 
Howard, a younger son of the aristocratic poet of the same name, 
eventually became earl of Northampton and was a powerful courtier 
under James I. Howard wrote a Defensative against the Poyson of 
Supposed Prophecies (1583), in which he records the words of a 
curing spell he says was used by ‘Mother Ioane of Stowe’:

Our Lord was the first man,
that euer thorne prickt upon:
It neuer blysted, nor it neuer belted,
and I pray God, nor this not may.16

Perhaps unsurprisingly, Howard does not believe this spell to be 
effective, but the reasons he gives for his scepticism are not those 
that might occur to most modern readers. Howard’s first objection 
is that Christ is unlikely to have been the first person ever to have 

12 Sharpe, Instruments of Darkness, p. 189.
13 Glyn Parry, The Arch-Conjuror of England: John Dee and Magic at the 

Courts of Renaissance Europe (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2011), 
pp. 24, 84.

14 Parry, p. 50.
15 Parry, p. 213.
16 Henry Howard, A Defensatiue against the Poyson of Supposed Prophecies 

(London, 1620), p. 139.
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64 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

been pricked by a thorn, and he points to the concrete example 
of Eurydice, Orpheus’s wife. (Howard is uncertain about whether 
this legend is historical or fictional, and he concedes that it might 
not actually have occurred.) Howard’s second line of attack is to 
suggest that Christ was in fact injured by the thorns that pricked 
him, arguing that ‘Christ was perfect man in euery point, excepted 
only sinne, and therefore, men had neede be warie, that they scant 
not any parcell of his suffering.’17 The assumption behind Howard’s 
reasoning is that the words of the charm need to be an accurate 
statement of historical fact in order for it to be effective in curing 
disease; why this should be the case is left unexplained. Howard 
goes on to argue that

as for the manner, it is altogether childish and ridiculous; and so 
much the worse to be liked as it runnes in rime, according to the 
course of Apollos olde weather-beaten Oracles … the Woman is so 
fond and simple, as she speaketh onely like a Parrat, and is not able 
to deliuer any reason of her dealing.18

While the charm may in some sense be poetic, it does not rhyme 
and is not metrical, so part of Howard’s claim is misplaced. But his 
main objection is to the general impression created by the charm, 
and, perhaps even more importantly, by the charmer. Mother Joan’s 
‘fondness’ and ‘simplicity’, and her inability to explain her supposed 
abilities in a suitably learned manner, undermine any confidence 
that Howard might otherwise have had in her. Howard is sceptical 
in this passage, but the reasons he gives for his scepticism indicate 
that he might reach a different conclusion in a different case.

Howard also stresses that Mother Joan is a woman, and this may 
itself have contributed to his lack of faith in her magical abilities. 
Howard’s claim elsewhere that ‘worthy Socrates’ was in command 
of a spirit who brought him news of imminent danger reinforces this 
impression. Socrates was a learned man, and his relationship with a 
familiar spirit seems to Howard not only plausible but, apparently, 
laudable.19 Furthermore, his scepticism towards female magic need 
not imply scepticism towards witchcraft, if witchcraft is understood 

17 Howard, p. 140.
18 Howard, p. 140. A possible counter-argument appears in the Harley MS, 

whose author points out that ‘the most exqysyte phylosophers wh[o] 
laboured all yt they myght to fynd owt the causes & reasons of all things 
do confess that many things are done of the wh[ich] no reason can be 
rendered’ (Harley MS 2302, fol. 62r).

19 Howard, p. 85.
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as a bargain with demonic powers. He describes the execution of 
a witch at Cambridge, and claims that the devil demanded ‘one 
droppe of blood’ from her in exchange for his services.20 It is the 
involvement of the devil, and his desire to obtain the witch’s soul, 
that allows Howard to believe this story. While magic requires skill 
and learning – and therefore ought to be practised by men – all 
human souls are of equal value to God and the devil, which implies 
that the devil would be just as interested in acquiring the soul of 
an ignorant woman as that of a learned man.21 Magic, in other 
words, is an impressive and dignified activity suitable for ‘worthy 
Socrates’, while any fool can become a witch.

A number of the earliest printed texts on witchcraft and magic 
suggest that those practising magic (certainly at the upper end of 
the social spectrum) were, if anything, more likely to be men than 
women. One such text is of particular interest in that its author 
wrote from experience. Francis Coxe, a self-confessed necromancer 
who got into trouble for his magical activities before the passing 
of the Elizabethan witchcraft laws,22 wrote a confession in order 
to dissuade others from making the same mistake. Coxe provides 
a list of historical figures who practised various forms of magic, 
only one of whom (Joan of Arc) is female. He also supports his 
position with reference to the Bible, but Coxe does not quote Exodus 
22:18 (‘Thou shalt not suffre a witche to liue’ in the 1560 Geneva 
Bible) which was probably the most cited scriptural comment on 
witchcraft. Instead he chooses the more gender-neutral passages 
from Leviticus 20:27 (Coxe renders this as ‘if a man or woman 
have a spirite of diuination or soothsaying in them: they shall dye 
the death’) and Deuteronomy 18:10–12 (which refers, according 
to Coxe, to ‘wythcraft’ but also to a variety of users of magic, 
including the male form ‘sorcerer’).23

20 Howard, p. 90.
21 The doctrine of ‘equal souls’ established that men and women of all social 

classes, while not equal in terms of their rights on earth, were equal in 
terms of their value in the sight of God. Scriptural support for this position 
can be found in, for example, Galatians 3:28, which encompasses what 
Terry Eagleton has famously called the ‘leftist Holy Trinity’ of race, class, 
and gender: ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor 
free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ Jesus.’ 
See Terry Eagleton, Myths of Power: A Marxist Study of the Brontës 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, first published 1975), p. xiv.

22 Coxe’s story is told in Jones, pp. 193–96.
23 Francis Coxe, A Short Treatise Declaringe the Detestable Wickednesse of 

Magicall Sciences (London, 1561), n.p.
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The first demonological texts to be printed in English are transla-
tions of two works by Protestant theologians. These texts have 
frequently been overshadowed by Reginald Scot, the first ‘native’ 
English demonologist, but they make interesting reading, not least 
with regard to the issue of gender. The first of the two texts is 
A Dialogue of Witches, in Foretime Named Lot-tellers, and now 
commonly called Sorcerers (1575), a translation by Thomas Twyne of 
the French Calvinist theologian and demonologist Lambert Daneau’s 
Dialogus de veneficiis (1564). The full English title of this work 
uses both masculine and feminine terms for magic-users, seemingly 
making no distinction between them. The main text frequently refers 
to ‘witches, and sorcerers’ rather than just witches, and the very first 
page specifies that ‘both men & women’ are guilty of the crime – no 
indication is given that women are the more likely culprits. When 
a pronoun is used to describe a witch or sorcerer it tends to be a 
male one.24

Some writings by Flemish theologian Andreas Hyperius relating to 
witchcraft were published a few years after Daneau’s text. Hyperius, 
who eventually became professor of theology at Marburg, had lived in 
England for several years during the reign of Henry VIII, and several 
of his works were translated into English; others were published in 
Latin in London. One anonymous translation, Two Common Places 
Taken out of Andreas Hyperius (1581), repeatedly refers to users of 
magic as male.25 But Hyperius also distinguishes between different 
types of magic, identifying three broad categories: ‘witchcrafte or 
iugling’, which is concerned with ‘deluding the sences’; predicting 
the future; and what he describes as ‘a certaine generall facultie of 
wryting diuers signes and miracles by the helpe of euill Spirites’.26 
All three categories are condemned, but it seems that the first type 
of magic is predominantly female, while the third relates to the kind 

24 Lambert Daneau, A Dialogue of Witches (London, 1575), sig. B2r. Daneau 
refers to witches/sorcerers as ‘wretched and detestable men’ (sig. C2r), 
‘men’ who have fallen into wickedness (sig. C2v), and ‘wicked men’ (sig. 
F3r), to take a few examples.

25 See, for example, Andreas Hyperius, Two Common Places Taken out 
of Andreas Hyperius, a Learned Diuine (London, 1581), pp. 75, 76, 81 
(marked 44).

26 Hyperius, pp. 77–78. Within these three broad categories are a variety 
of specific types of magic that are very similar to those identified by the 
seventh-century author Isidore of Seville, one of the most important early 
Christian authorities on magic: see Valerie Flint, The Rise of Magic in 
Early Medieval Europe (Oxford: Clarendon, 1991), pp. 50–53.
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of magic practised by learned magicians like John Dee, although 
Hyperius never explicitly says so. In his discussion of witchcraft, 
Hyperius uses Circe as an example of a witch and retells the Canon 
Episcopi’s story of women deluded into thinking themselves able to 
fly at night on the backs of animals.27 When discussing the third type 
of magic, Hyperius refers to the male magicians of Egypt described 
in the Bible, who were able to produce false miracles.28

Hyperius is clear that all three types of magic involve some 
kind of demonic pact. He acknowledges the religious content of 
some magical ceremonies, but denies that this in any way condones  
magic:

although otherwhile in such kind of prayers there seeme to be mingled 
certaine wordes that be godly, religious, and somewhat agreeing with 
lawfull inuocation of God, yet somwhat is alway found either in the 
words themselues, or els in ye rites and circumstances … that tendeth 
to the reproche of God, and wherewith God is tempted, blasphemed, 
mocked, despised, and therefore the deuill reioyceth.29

Hyperius regards the use of religious language and props in magical 
ceremony as blasphemous. This would presumably cover the activities 
of a witch like Mother Joan, whose charm referred to Christ, but 
it would also apply to learned magicians like the pious John Dee, 
who believed himself to be in communication with angels with the 
help of his scryer, Edmund Kelley.30 Daneau, too, seems to target 
learned magicians rather than witches when he identifies ambition 
as the motivation behind witchcraft, referring to the ‘vanitie’ present 
in ‘the harts of men’ – the hearts of women are not specifically 
mentioned.31

While accused witches were usually female from the very beginning 
of the period of prosecutions, the first English text on the subject to 
draw attention to the issue of gender is Reginald Scot’s. As Diane 
Purkiss has pointed out, Scot uses gender as part of his sceptical 

27 Hyperius, pp. 79–80, 95 (marked 55). On the Canon Episcopi, see Stephens, 
Demon Lovers, pp. 127–34.

28 Hyperius, p. 103.
29 Hyperius, pp. 81–82 (marked 44 and 42); see also p. 98.
30 Parry, p. 174.
31 Daneau, sig. B8v. While using masculine forms to refer to people in general 

is not uncommon in early modern – and indeed much later – texts, later 
witchcraft treatises often assume a female witch and consequently use 
feminine forms. George Gifford, for example, consistently refers to witches 
as ‘she’.
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argument.32 Where previous witchcraft texts used examples of male 
witches and sorcerers to emphasise the seriousness of their subject, 
Scot insists that witches are always poor, female, and ignorant in 
order to highlight the absurdity of crediting them with any power. 
Unlike previous authors, Scot presupposes that witches are female, 
describing them as

women which be commonly old, lame, bleare-eied, pale, fowle, and 
full of wrinkles; poore, sullen, superstitious, and papists; or such as 
knowe no religion: in whose drousie minds the divell hath goten a 
fine seat … They are lean and deformed, shewing melancholie in 
their faces, to the horror of all that see them. They are doting, scolds, 
mad, divelish; and not much differing from them that are thought 
to be possessed with spirits.33

It might seem surprising to find this apparently hostile description in 
the book that, more than any other, attempted to undermine belief 
in witchcraft. But Scot’s rhetorical strategy may have been more 
effective than it now appears: rather than attempting to generate 
sympathy for those who are ‘known’ to be witches – probably a 
hopeless task – he seeks to turn fear into contempt, later asking 
‘what an unapt instrument is a toothles, old, impotent, unweldie 
woman to flie in the aier?’34 This approach to the question would 
probably have been persuasive to many – including, presumably, 
Henry Howard, who objected to Mother Joan’s claims to magical 
power for very similar reasons.

In fact, even Scot accepted the possibility of some kinds of magic 
– natural rather than ceremonial magic.35 The anonymous manuscript 
response to Scot’s arguments points to this as an inconsistency in 
his thinking. The author complains that

y[ou] confess a trew transubstancyatinge of woode into stones by 
the qualytie of certayne waters here in England, & that Coralle of 
hearbes in the sea become stones beinge taken thensse & why then 
can not he yt gave this forse to these insensyble things [i.e. God] 

32 Purkiss, The Witch in History, pp. 64–65. It should be noted that Scot, 
while turning misogynistic attitudes to his rhetorical advantage on occasion, 
also criticises a double standard in the treatment recommended for witches 
and (male) conjurers, pointing out that ‘though a conjurer be not to be 
condemned for curing the diseased by vertue of his art: yet must a witch 
die for the like case’ (ii.5, p. 26).

33 Scot, i.3, p. 7.
34 Scot, i.6, p. 13.
35 Scot deals with natural magic in book xiii of the Discoverie.
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geave (yf he please) the lyke forse of transubstanciatinge things fro[m] 
that they were into things wh[ich] before they were not to wytches 
or dyvels[?]36

While Scot regards the kind of ‘magic’ described here as operating 
according to the laws of nature, he is also prepared to believe claims 
which he acknowledges to be extremely implausible – such as the 
idea that the remora fish is able to bring ships to a halt – on the 
authority of ‘so manie and so grave authors’ (all of whom are of 
course male).37 Scot may even have reinforced perceptions of what 
was already the reality of witchcraft trials; English witchcraft treatises 
published after his book tend to address the question of gender 
more explicitly.38 Clearly, however, Scot regarded the fact that most 
of the people accused of witchcraft were female as grounds for an 
effective argument against the reality of witchcraft.

The foregoing discussion points to the existence of a gender 
gap in credibility between (usually male) magicians and (usually 
female) witches. Not everyone in early modern England would have 
accepted that this perceived gap had any real basis; as Robert H. 
West puts it, the ‘only universally accepted distinction between the 
magician and the witch was that the former was more pretentious 
in his procedure’.39 Some authors, especially those who were Calvin-
ists, denied that there was any real difference between magic and 
witchcraft. George Gifford, for example, denies the significance of 
such a distinction, writing that, ‘A Witch is one that woorketh by 
the Deuill … The coniurer, the enchaunter, the sorcerer, the deviner, 
and whatsoeuer other sort there is, are in deede compassed within 
this circle.’40 Gifford’s Discourse refers in its title to both witches and 
sorcerers; when his Dialogue was published six years later, its title 
referred only to witches and made even less reference to typologies 

36 MS Harley 2302, fol. 57v; cf. Scot xiii.5–6, pp. 292, 294. A more sceptical 
early modern discussion of the nature of coral can be found in Thomas 
Browne’s Pseudodoxia Epidemica (London, 1646), ii.5, p. 91.

37 Scot, xiii.4, p. 292. Remora fish are associated with witches as early as 
Lucan’s Pharsalia, translated by Jane Joyce Wilson (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1993), vi.673–75: here they are used as a magical ingredient, and 
the idea that one remora fish is able to stop a ship ‘despite a gale-force 
wind ripping through her rigging’ is also mentioned.

38 See, for example, James I, p. 43.
39 Robert Hunter West, The Invisible World; a Study of Pneumatology in 

Elizabethan Drama (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1939), p. 31.
40 Gifford, Discourse, sig. B2r. Gifford does acknowledge that differences 

are perceived to exist, however, and dedicates a chapter to discussing the 
different terms employed for users of magic in the Bible.
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70 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

of magic. William Perkins, in a work published posthumously just 
after the reign of Elizabeth, distinguishes between different types 
of witchcraft but makes no distinction at all between witch and 
magician, referring to all users of magic as witches.41 For Perkins, 
all that is needed is an explanation as to why most witches are 
women.42 The distinctions between different types of magician and 
magical practice made by Hyperius tend to receive less attention from 
later demonologists, in favour of more reductive positions which 
place greater emphasis on the demonic pact as the only source of 
any magical power.43

However, even those authors who refuse to accept that there is any 
real difference between (male) magicians and (female) witches accept 
that this distinction is perceived to exist. James I discusses two types 
of magic in his Daemonologie (1597). His terminology differs from 
that of Hyperius; he refers to ‘Magie or Necromancie’ and ‘Sorcerie 
or Witch-craft’.44 James establishes that the major difference between 
the two is a matter of motive rather than technique; practitioners 
of both are in league with the devil. Witches are motivated either 
by desire for revenge or ‘greedie appetite of geare, caused through 
great pouerty’, while magicians are seduced by their own curiosity. 
This establishes a class difference between witches and magicians: 
the learned magician can afford to be driven by curiosity, while 
the impoverished witch’s ‘greed’ (‘hunger’ might have been a more 
suitable word) is what motivates her. The class difference, as the 
formulation above implies, is linked to a gender difference: witches 
are much more likely to be female than magicians. According to 
James’s mouthpiece in the dialogue, Philomathes, female witches 
outnumber males by a ratio of 20:1.45 There is also a gap in credibility: 

41 William Perkins, A Discourse of the Damned Art of Witchcraft (Cambridge, 
1610), p. 167. Perkins also refers to ‘certain Popes of Rome … who for the 
attayning of the Popedom … gaue themselues to the deuil in the practise 
of witchcraft’ (p. 10), showing that he understands elite male users of 
magic to be witches as well.

42 Perkins, pp. 168–69.
43 Stress on the powerlessness of the witch herself was a characteristic feature 

of most Calvinist writings on witchcraft in England: see Clark, Thinking 
with Demons, p. 449.

44 James I, p. 7.
45 James I, p. 43. A later author claims the ratio is 100:1; Alexander Roberts, 

A Treatise of Witchcraft (London, 1616), p. 40. Both authors appear to 
overestimate the gender imbalance, which on the basis of surviving records 
was closer to 10:1.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



Witchcraft in Elizabethan drama 71

James acknowledges the existence of scepticism about witchcraft, 
writing that ‘manie can scarcely beleeue that there is such a thing 
as Witch-craft’.46 He does not acknowledge any such scepticism 
about ‘magic or necromancy’, presumably because he believes it 
to be less widespread among his readership, including at the very 
highest levels of society: James criticises those ‘Christian Princes’ 
who punish witches but employ magicians.47

The magicians themselves, in contrast to witches, were able to 
articulate an alternative point of view in print. The epistle to the 
reader in Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa’s Three Books of Occult 
Philosophy (1650) claims that

a Magician doth not amongst learned men signifie a sorcerer, or one 
that is superstitious, or divelish; but a wise man, a priest, a prophet 
… the Sybils were Magicianesses, & therefore prophecyed most cleerly 
of Christ … Magicians, as wisemen, by the wonderful secrets of the 
world, knew Christ the author of the world to be born, and came 
first of all to worship him.48

Agrippa stresses the holy character of magic, in a line of defence 
used long before by the second-century Platonist Apuleius.49 He 
refers to perhaps the only part of the Bible that could conceivably 
be construed as supporting the practice of magic, especially since 
astrology was usually considered to be a branch of magic: the story 
of the wise men or magi who follow the star to Jesus in the Gospel 
of Matthew.50 He even makes an unusual case for the existence of 
female magicians – ‘magicianesses’ – who are not witches.

Purity and piety, Agrippa claims, are essential characteristics of 
the successful magician. Among many other things, he recommends 
abstinence, fasting, and chastity to the aspiring magician, who must 
be a kind of ascetic51 – which is perhaps unsurprising given that a 

46 James I, p. 28.
47 James I, p. 24.
48 Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy, translated 

by J. F. (London, 1650, first published as De Occulta Philosophia Libri 
Tres in 1531–33), sig. A1r.

49 See the discussion of Apuleius in the section ‘The Golden Asse and early 
modern witchcraft’ esp. fn. 131.

50 A more orthodox view, put forward by Isidore of Seville, was that astrology 
was once permitted, but only until the birth of Christ, after which it was 
forbidden. See Flint, p. 53. Nonetheless, even Isidore considered the magi 
to be astrologers.

51 Agrippa, pp. 522–24.
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72 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

number of reputed medieval magicians were members of religious 
orders.52 Another text provides the reader with a prayer that is to be 
recited as part of the ritual summoning of spirits. The prayer calls 
directly on God for aid in controlling the ‘obstinate and pernicious’ 
spirits.53 The pious magicians are understandably eager to distinguish 
their own activities from witchcraft. The unknown author of the 
Fourth Book of Occult Philosophy (purportedly by Agrippa but 
usually regarded as spurious) accepts that witchcraft involves a 
covenant with the devil, and goes so far as to depict magic as the 
opposite of witchcraft, writing that ‘the art of Magick is the art of 
worshipping God’.54

Other magicians voiced similar views. Paracelsus, also translated 
into English during the Interregnum, protested in his work on Occult 
Philosophy that ‘[i]t were therefore very necessary that the Divines 
would learn to know something of this Art, and be experienced in 
Magick what it is; and not so unworthily, without any ground at 
all to call it Witchcraft.’55 However, even though he defends magic, 
Paracelsus goes on to admit that

it is a thing chiefly necessary to looke into this ART, that it be not 
turned into superstition and abuse, and to the destruction or damage 
of men; and hereby it is made Nigromancy, and Witch-craft; and at 
length, not undeservedly, so called by all men, because Witches and 
Sorcerers have violently intruded themselves into the Magicke Art, 
like Swine broke into a delicate Garden.56

Paracelsus is a more ambivalent defender of magic than both Agrippa 
and his imitator. While he wishes to maintain that magic is lawful 

52 One of many was John of Morigny, a Benedictine monk whose fourteenth-
century text The Flowers of Heavenly Teaching is explored in Claire Fanger’s 
Rewriting Magic (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2015). 
Other celebrated examples include Albertus Magnus (d. 1280), a Dominican 
friar, Roger Bacon (1214–92?), a Franciscan friar, and Johannes Trithemius 
(1462–1516), a Benedictine abbot.

53 Unknown author, Henry Cornelius Agrippa His Fourth Book of Occult 
Philosophy, translated by Robert Turner (London, 1655, first published 
as Henrici Cornelii Agrippae Liber Quartus de Occulta Philosophia in 
Marburg in 1559), p. 84.

54 Henry Cornelius Agrippa His Fourth Book of Occult Philosophy, sig. 
A2r–A2v; cf. Apuleius, Apologia, translated by H. E. Butler (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1909), xxv and the discussion of Apuleius in this book.

55 Paracelsus, Of the Supreme Mysteries of Nature, translated by Robert 
Turner (London, 1655, first published as Archidoxa in Krakow in 1569), 
p. 81.
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if stripped of ‘superstitious’ ceremonies and based on faith alone, 
he cannot avoid admitting that the art can be abused. When it is 
abused, it cannot really be distinguished from witchcraft.

Paracelsus’s concerns are understandable, since some of the 
practices outlined by the learned magicians themselves are remarkably 
similar to witchcraft – not the witchcraft that tended to be alleged 
in actual accusations, which were usually short on details as to the 
mechanics of the art, but the kind of witchcraft represented on stage, 
especially in Jacobean drama. Agrippa, for instance, provides recipes 
for what he calls ‘suffumigations’ corresponding to various planets:

For the Moon we make a suffumigation of the head of a Frog dryed, 
the eyes of a Bull, the seed of white Poppy, Frankincense, and Camphir, 
which must be incorporated with Menstruous blood, or the blood 
of a Goose.

For Saturne take the seed of black Poppy, of Henbane, the root of 
Mandrake, the Load-stone, and Myrrh, and make them up with the 
brain of a Cat, or the blood of a Bat.57

This peculiar list of ingredients mixes the biblical (frankincense and 
myrrh) with the vaguely scientific (the loadstone) and the gruesomely 
anatomical (brains and blood), and reflects some very widespread 
and long-lived beliefs about the dangerous and possibly supernatural 
properties of menstrual blood; Leviticus 15:19–33 handles the subject 
in detail. The recipe as a whole is also linked to astrology, as each 
suffumigation corresponds to a planet (in the medieval and early 
modern sense of the word). There is no evidence that Agrippa’s 
text was a direct source for any dramatic representation of a witch. 
But the list of ingredients presented by Agrippa bears much greater 
resemblance to later depictions of witchcraft than do the descriptions 
of ‘real’ witches’ activities in English trial pamphlets. Even when 
stage witches, like those in Macbeth, are female, they are modelled 
on male magicians as well as on female witches, and it may be that 
this was done in order to lend stage witches greater seriousness, 
despite the apparent silliness, from a present-day perspective, of 
their potions.

Distinctions in class and gender also made their presence known 
in the drama of the period. The existence of scepticism about 
witchcraft does not imply that nobody believed in the power of 
witches; the numerous prosecutions suggest otherwise. Nevertheless, 

56 Paracelsus, p. 83.
57 Agrippa, p. 88.
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74 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

most Elizabethan playwrights did not take realistic female witches 
seriously as dramatic characters. As Luce in The Wise Woman of 
Hogsdon (1604) puts it, in describing the title character:

What can this Witch, this Wizard, or old Trot,
Doe by Inchantment, or by Magicke spell?
Such as professe that Art should be deepe Schollers.
What reading can this simple Woman have?
’Tis palpable grosse foolery.58

The wise woman of the title is not a ‘genuine’ witch but a trickster 
who makes her living out of the credulity of her clients. Luce’s 
speech is not sceptical about magic in the least – it is sceptical 
about the wise woman.

As H. W. Herrington suggests,59 magic, if it were to be taken 
seriously by early modern audiences, needed to be practised by male 
characters, or by female witches who were clearly distinct from the 
‘real’ witches, like Howard’s Mother Joan, that people might have 
encountered in their daily lives. Despite the passage of anti-witchcraft 
legislation at the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign, there are no extant 
plays from the first two decades of it to feature a witch. Scholars 
of witchcraft drama have remarked on the apparent absence of 
stage witches in Elizabethan drama, arguing that witchcraft drama 
is primarily a Jacobean phenomenon.60 But the latter part of the 
Elizabethan period looks quite different. In fact, as Graph 1 shows, 
female magic users in drama are actually more numerous in the 
1590s than they are throughout James’s reign.

The perception presumably rests on the greater familiarity of the 
plays in which they appear rather than on the actual number of 
characters. When twenty-first-century scholars think of stage witches 
they think of Macbeth, not Fedele and Fortunio. Furthermore, witches 
in Elizabethan drama tend to be minor parts. Witches were not 
usually the focus of drama in Elizabethan England, but were present 
enough in society as a whole to appear in the background of the 
drama. This is evident in the work of the best-known Elizabethan 
dramatist of all. William Shakespeare’s plays are packed with 

58 Thomas Heywood, The Wise Woman of Hogsdon (London, 1638), ii.2, 
n.p.

59 H. W. Herrington, ‘Witchcraft and Magic in the Elizabethan Drama’, The 
Journal of American Folklore (1919), 447–85 (p. 465).

60 Purkiss, The Witch in History, p. 185; Briggs, p. 77.
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Graph 1 Printed plays featuring magic users, by gender
Source: Figures are compiled on the basis of the entries for 
‘witch’, ‘wizard’, and related terms in Thomas L. Berger, 
William C. Bradford, and Sidney L. Sondergard, An Index 
of Characters in Early Modern English Drama: Printed 
Plays, 1500–1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998). Plays surviving only in manuscript – including 
Middleton’s The Witch and Munday’s John a Kent and 
John a Cumber – are excluded.

references to witchcraft, as both Diane Purkiss and Garry Wills have 
pointed out.61 At the same time, however, ‘real’ witches only play a 
significant onstage role in three of those plays: Macbeth (discussed 
in Chapter 3), and the first and second parts of Henry VI (discussed 
in the section, ‘Joan of Arc, Margery Jourdain, and the historical  
witch’).

H. W. Herrington argues for a 1597 ‘vogue’ for plays specifically 
featuring witches, and more recently Diane Purkiss seems to follow 
Herrington on this point, referring to ‘the 1597 boom’.62 However, 
Herrington’s argument is based on assumptions about the content 
of three lost plays, chiefly on the basis of their titles – Mother 
Redcap, The Witch of Islington, and Black Joan (all 1597). The 
first two titles are certainly suggestive of witchcraft, but there is no 

61 Purkiss, The Witch in History, p. 189; Garry Wills, Witches and Jesuits: 
Shakespeare’s Macbeth (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), p. 35.

62 Herrington, 478; Purkiss, The Witch in History, p. 181.
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76 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

reason to conclude that Black Joan was a witch play.63 Whether 
three plays in one year really constitute a ‘boom’ or a ‘vogue’ is, 
in any case, doubtful. It is possible, however, to detect a cluster of 
extant plays featuring magic generally a little earlier than 1597, as 
Graph 2 shows.

Extant plays featuring users of magic in Elizabethan drama are 
clustered around the end of the 1580s and the start of the 1590s. 
While magic users of either sex seem to be few in number in the 
theatre of the 1570s, this is probably largely the result of the poor 
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Graph 2 Printed plays with one or more character(s) 
identified as a user of magic, 1570–1605
Source: Figures are compiled on the basis of the entries for 
‘witch’, ‘wizard’, and related terms in Thomas L. Berger, 
William C. Bradford, and Sidney L. Sondergard, An Index 
of Characters in Early Modern English Drama: Printed 
Plays, 1500–1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1998). Plays surviving only in manuscript – including 
Middleton’s The Witch and Munday’s John a Kent and 
John a Cumber – are excluded.

63 Marina Warner, ‘Old Hags’, in London: City of Disappearances, edited by 
Iain Sinclair (London: Hamish Hamilton, 2006), pp. 431–39, notes that the 
name Mother Redcap is associated with witchcraft from the seventeenth 
century, although the play predates this (p. 432). The significance of the 
name endured for a very long time; C. L. Ewen cites a newspaper article 
from 1928 which reports the death two years earlier of a Mother Redcap 
who was apparently widely believed to be a witch: Witch Hunting and 
Witch Trials (London: Kegan Paul, 1929), p. 114, footnote 2.
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survival rate of the romance plays that were frequently performed 
at the newly established public theatres at this time. Most of these 
plays, unfortunately, are no longer extant, but titles like Herpetalus 
the Blue Knight and Perobia (1574) and The History of the Solitary 
Knight (1577) leave little doubt that the plays bearing them were 
tales of knights errant and chivalry.64 One surviving example of 
this type of play is the anonymous Sir Clyomon and Sir Clamydes 
(1570), which features a villainous enchanter, Brian Sans Foy. Sans 
Foy, as a character, owes very little to contemporary ideas about 
witchcraft. It seems likely that many of the lost romance plays of 
the 1570s contained similar characters.

It is therefore unclear whether the number of magic users on 
stage increased significantly in the 1580s, but the ways in which 
these characters were represented do seem to have changed. While 
the romance plays of the 1570s may have featured many characters 
like Brian Sans Foy, the cluster of plays from 1588 to 1592 presents 
a wider variety of magic users, from learned male magicians (Friar 
Bacon) to romance enchanters (Sacrapant) to classically inspired 
witches (Dipsas) to historical witches (Margery Jourdain). It also 
seems clear that after about 1594, magic seems to feature somewhat 
less than it had done at the turn of the decade; this difference cannot 
be accounted for in terms of the poor survival of plays, unlike the 
gap in the 1570s. The theatrical representation of magic in the 
later 1590s, if anything, seems to experience a slump rather than  
a boom.

Fedele and Fortunio: the female witch as male magician

It has been argued that the depiction of Elizabethan stage witches owed 
more to contemporary ideas about learned magic than to beliefs about 
witches and witchcraft as manifested in actual witchcraft trials. This 
can be seen particularly clearly in the case of a play from the decade 
following the boom in stage romances: Fedele and Fortunio. The 
play is remarkable for treating its female magician with a degree of 
sympathy that is absent in Jacobean dramatic treatments of witchcraft. 
Usually attributed to Anthony Munday, Fedele and Fortunio is an 
adaptation of Luigi Pasqualigo’s Il Fedele (1575). The play is not 

64 Cyrus Mulready, Romance on the Early Modern Stage: English Expansion 
before and after Shakespeare (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013) 
provides an appendix listing titles and dates of stage romances, also indicating 
the prose source of each play where this is known or can be guessed.
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well known, even among specialists in sixteenth-century drama: 
as recently as 2014, one scholar has described it as ‘a play much 
neglected by critics of early modern drama and witchcraft alike’.65

The main interest of the play from the point of view of the present 
study is the character Medusa. Medusa is described in the text as 
an ‘[e]nchantresse’ rather than a witch, and her literary pedigree is 
decidedly mixed. Medusa has learned her magical skills rather than 
bargaining with spirits for them, and she has an array of magical 
equipment which she displays to the gentlewoman Victoria and 
her maid:

Medusa Heer’s thinges will make men melt in fittes of looue,
 A wanton Goates braine, and the Liuer of a purple Dooue.66

 A Cockes eye, and a Capons spurre, the left legge of a 
Quaile:

 A Goose bill, and a Ganders tung, a mounting Eagles 
tayle.

 But sith they must be taken in thincreasing of the Moone:
 Before the rising of the Sun, or when the same is down.
 And closely wrapt in Uirgin parchement on a Fryday night:
 I will not trouble you with these.
Victoria              Of more lets have a sight.
Medusa Heer is the Image of a man, made out in Uirgin waxe,
 Which beeing prickt, or roasted in the flame of burning 

Flaxe.
 Hee that you looue shall come and throwe him selfe before 

your feet:
 More humble than a Lambe, to doo what you shall think 

is meet.67

Medusa’s long list of magical paraphernalia – only a small part of 
which is reproduced here – includes items similar to those found 
in magical manuals like Agrippa’s. In this respect she resembles 
later stage witches, like those of Macbeth; unlike them, however, 
Medusa displays her expertise in how these items are to be used. 

65 Brett D. Hirsch, ‘Three Wax Images, Two Italian Gentlemen, and One 
English Queen’, in Magical Transformations on the Early Modern English 
Stage, edited by Lisa Hopkins and Helen Ostovich (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2014), pp. 95–108 (p. 95).

66 The word ‘purple’ is presumably a mistake for ‘turtle’, since the turtle 
dove was associated with love.

67 Anthony Munday, Fidele and Fortunio, the Two Italian Gentlemen (London: 
Malone Society, 1910), l.369–81. Subsequent references to this edition are 
given in parentheses.
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This suggests learning on her part – a suggestion that the play later 
confirms. At the same time, one of Medusa’s practices, unusually 
for the extant plays of this period, does suggest activity usually 
associated with witches. The wax image of a man described above, 
which is ultimately used in a magical rite carried out after dark in 
a chapel, may have had topical significance when the play was first 
performed, coming quite soon after the scare caused by the reported 
discovery of wax images of Elizabeth I and the privy council in 1578. 
As Brett D. Hirsch points out, the parallels between the reports 
and the play are numerous.68 However, the threatening nature of 
image magic is softened somewhat by its purpose, which in this 
play is to procure a husband. Image magic was more commonly 
used to cause harm and even death to its targets than to make them 
fall in love.69 Furthermore, the ceremony is disrupted in comical 
fashion by the buffoon Captain Crack-stone, who frightens all the 
participants away when they mistake him for the devil rising from 
a tomb. This part of the action appears to be modelled on an 
incident in Horace’s Satires, and the classical reference frames and 
perhaps distracts from any contemporary significance the scene might  
have had.70

Medusa tries to help Victoria attain the love of Fortunio, and 
in order to do this she tries to command spirits in the ceremony 
mentioned, which resembles the activities of learned magicians 
rather than witches. Many of the elements outlined by Agrippa 
are present in the rite she carries out – the use of water and oil, 
for example. Medusa invokes ancient deities: ‘I coniure thee thou 
waxen Image here, / By Venus fruitfull wombe that Cupid bare’ 
(527–28), and finishes her incantation with the words, ‘Amen, fiat, 
fiat, in Cupidoes name’ (550). The invocation of pagan deities again 
associates Medusa with elite ritual magic.71 Although she attempts 
to summon spirits in this part of the play, Medusa later reveals that 
she was taught the art of magic by a ‘doctor’ rather than having 

68 Hirsch, ‘Three Wax Images’, p. 155.
69 As Hirsch points out (p. 161), Reginald Scot claims that image magic can 

be used to induce love (xii.16, p. 257).
70 In Horace’s poem, the god Priapus scares off a group of witches with ‘a 

resounding fart’; the witches run away so quickly that they leave a wig 
and some false teeth behind them. See Valerie Flint (ed.), Witchcraft and 
Magic in Europe: Ancient Greece and Rome (London: Athlone Press, 
1999), pp. 122–23.

71 Ronald Hutton, The Witch (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 
pp. 237–38.
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made a pact with demonic forces. She even hints at a romantic 
involvement with this man:

O happie is I trust that Doctours soule by whom I learned,
This famous Arte, and easely by it my liuing earned.
O that he knew how deere his life and learning was to me,
O yt he could but for his death my griefe and sorrowe see. (1099–1102)

An audience member versed in demonology might have taken the 
view that this sentiment betrays Medusa’s ignorance: the doctor’s soul 
is unlikely to be happy, since he has probably sinned unforgivably 
in using magic. But such a view is not made explicit in the play, 
and subsequent events seem not to support it. Medusa goes on to 
defend magic stoutly when the maid Pamphila suggests that its use 
might destroy her reputation. Medusa rebukes her, saying: ‘What 
talkst thou of thy name, and honour likely to be lost, / By learning 
of myne Arte? Which should be honord of the moste’ (1107–8). Like 
the male magicians, Medusa is not slow to defend the reputation 
of her ‘Arte’.

Medusa’s defence of magic does, however, turn out to be mistaken. 
She is wrong to think that magic can provide her with a reliable 
income, as is later revealed when she complains that, ‘My toyle so 
great, rewarde so small, / that euery man dooth giue, / hath made 
me weary of my trade, uncertaine how to liue’ (1247–49). What 
appears to be an inconsistency is better understood as character 
development: Medusa has realised her mistake. This realisation 
happens implausibly quickly, since the action of the play fits into a 
couple of days, but such temporal inconsistencies are quite common 
in early modern drama. Medusa does not explicitly renounce magic, 
but when she helps Fortunio win Virginia she uses trickery rather 
than magic, and in the final scene she embarks on a new career. 
Following the marriage of Fortunio to Virginia, Fedele to Victoria, and 
Victoria’s maid Attilia to Captain Crack-stone, Fedele unexpectedly 
‘gives’ his servant Pedante to Medusa as her husband.

Several of the characters in Fedele and Fortunio are inspired by 
stock characters derived from classical theatre: Captain Crack-stone 
is a clear example of the ‘braggart soldier’, while Pedante is a ‘clever 
servant’. Intriguingly, in helping Fortunio at the end of the play with 
trickery rather than magic, Medusa resembles a female version of 
the clever servant. The other three couples are married first, with 
various degrees of coercion for the female characters; Virginia, for 
example, has declared her love for Fedele throughout the play, but 
is ultimately married to Fortunio instead, despite her protests. The 

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



Witchcraft in Elizabethan drama 81

marriage of Medusa and Pedante happens last, and it is presented as 
entirely consensual. Medusa may have found in Pedante a suitable 
partner; as he describes it, their marriage is one of ‘[l]ike vnto 
like, and learning to skill’ (1783). After Medusa consents to marry 
Pedante, he sets out plans for their future together:

Giue me thy hand, I’le set vp a great Grammer schoole by & by,
We shall thriue well ynough, it will tumble in roundly.
I’le teach boyes the Latin tongue, to write and to reade,
And thou little wenches, their needle and thred. (1792–95)

Medusa and Pedante are not equal partners in this venture, of 
course, but of all the female characters Medusa is the only one whose 
situation is improved at the end of the play: from being ‘uncertaine 
how to live’ she gains an apparently sympathetic husband and a 
more respectable profession. It has been noted that Elizabethan stage 
witches tend to be let off lightly when they are brought to justice,72 
but Fedele and Fortunio is probably unique in giving its witch as 
happy an ending as any other character in the play. If the generally 
accepted date of the play is correct, then this play was performed 
during a year (1584) in which fourteen witches were accused at 
the Essex assizes alone – the highest annual figure on record for 
the county until the Hopkins witch-hunt.73 The most sympathetic 
portrayal of a witch in all of early modern English literature was thus 
written and performed during a peak year in witchcraft prosecutions, 
and 1584 was also the year when Reginald Scot’s highly sceptical 
Discoverie of Witchcraft was published. Whether or not Fedele and 
Fortunio is regarded as expressing scepticism about the possibility 
of magic, its unusually forgiving treatment of Medusa might be 
taken to imply scepticism about the persecution of witches. Such 
scepticism could have been provoked by the relatively high levels 
of witchcraft persecution that form part of the play’s immediate 
social context.

Classical witches and Elizabethan prophecy

Elizabethan stage witches tend to be based on classical models to 
a greater extent than both pre- and post-Elizabethan examples. 
Robert Greene’s Alphonsus, King of Aragon (1587) features a witch 

72 Katherine Briggs, for example, points to the ‘gentleness’ of Dipsas’s treatment 
in Endymion (p. 65).

73 Alan Macfarlane, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), p. 26.
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named Medea. Although this character has little in common with the 
Senecan or Euripidean infanticide, she bears a strong resemblance to 
another classical witch: Erictho from book vi of Lucan’s Pharsalia. 
Like Erictho, Greene’s Medea is a necromancer, summoning spirits 
of the dead in order to predict the outcome of a battle. Instructed by 
a stage direction to ‘do ceremonies belonging to coniuring’, Medea 
summons the spirit of Calchas, a seer mentioned in the Iliad, who 
objects to being disturbed:

Calchas Thou wretched witch, when wilt thou make an end
 Of troubling vs with these thy cursed Charmes?
 What meanst thou thus to call me from my graue?
 Shall nere my ghost obtaine his quiet rest?
Medea Yes Calchas yes, your rest doth now approch
 Medea meanes to trouble thee no more,
 When as thou hast fulfild her mind this once.74

This exchange, including the complaint of the spirit who simply wants 
to be left in peace and the promise of the ‘wretched witch’ to do so 
in return for information, resembles the discussion between Erictho 
and the shade of the soldier she summons in order to prophesy. 
The story of necromancy being used before a battle in order to 
predict the result (which turns out to be a defeat) is a powerful 
and enduring myth, one which appears in the biblical story of the 
witch of Endor in i Samuel 28. The necromancy scene in Alphonsus 
is closer to Lucan’s version of the myth, however, since both texts 
emphasise the desire of the dead to be left in peace. Like Erictho, 
too, Medea is undeniably powerful;75 the spirit of Calchas complains 
that he is ‘Forst by thy charme though with vnwilling minde’ to 
do Medea’s bidding.

However, while Medea appears at first to be evil, her character 
is complicated in later scenes. Medea is praised as ‘wise’ by the 
goddess Venus, who speaks with particular authority by virtue both 
of her divinity and of her role as chorus in the play. She is also 
contrasted with a more straightforwardly unsympathetic oracle: the 
‘cursed god’ Mahomet. Mahomet speaks through a brazen head 

74 Robert Greene, Alphonsus King of Aragon (Oxford: Malone Society, 1926), 
l. pp. 953–59. Subsequent references, given parenthetically, are to this 
edition.

75 Whether or not the witch of Endor had any real power was a disputed point 
in early modern Europe, as was the nature of the apparition that spoke 
to Saul; see Stuart Clark, Vanities of the Eye (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2007), pp. 242–44, and the section on Macbeth in Chapter 3.
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(presumably the same prop was used in Greene’s Friar Bacon and 
Friar Bungay), and delivers false prophecies which lead directly 
to the death of the various kings who worship and consult him.76 
Despite the name and setting of the play, Mahomet obviously has 
more to do with ancient Greek ideas about oracles than with Islam.

The contrast between Medea’s honesty and Mahomet’s deceit 
seems, by the end of the play, to establish her as a female magician 
working in the service of the state. This is particularly clear when 
she makes a second prophecy without the use of conjuration, as does 
Friar Bacon in another of Greene’s plays after he repents his use of 
magic (discussed in the final section of this chapter), predicting the 
marriage of Iphigina and Alphonsus. Furthermore, all of Medea’s 
prophecies, indeed all of her speeches, are aimed at securing peace 
and the marriage of Alphonsus to Iphigina, the daughter of Amurack 
and Fausta. Like Medusa in Fedele and Fortunio, she begins the 
play engaging in dubious activities, but is ultimately a force for 
good within the dramatic framework, helping to secure the happy 
ending that makes the play a ‘comical history’.

Greene’s classical witch was soon followed by several witches and 
prophetesses in John Lyly’s plays. Lyly’s only malevolent witch is 
Dipsas in Endymion (1588). Dipsas has been seen as one example 
of an Elizabethan stage witch who conforms to the stereotype 
established in the literature outside the theatre.77 This judgement 
is largely based on the lengthy poetic tributes to Dipsas’s ugliness, 
by the foolish knight, Sir Tophas, who is enamoured of her:

O, what a fine thin hair hath Dipsas! What a pretty low forehead! 
What a tall and stately nose! What little hollow eyes! How harmless 
she is, being toothless! Her fingers fat and short, adorned with long 
nails like a bittern! In how sweet a proportion her cheeks hang down 
to her breasts like dugs, and her paps to her waist like bags!78

76 This aspect of the play also draws on Lucan’s Pharsalia. In book v, Appius 
is lulled into a false sense of security by the ‘riddling oracle’ of Apollo at 
Delphi (120–236). Apollo’s deceitful prophecies put him in the position 
of the devil from an early modern perspective; cf. Syphax’s appeal to 
‘hot-brained Phebus’ in Sophonisba, mentioned in Chapter 3. (Phoebus 
is an alternative name for Apollo). In the German version of the Song of 
Roland, Muslims are said to worship Apollo (Russell, p. 84).

77 Christine M. Neufeld, ‘Lyly’s Chimerical Vision: Witchcraft in Endymion’, 
Forum for Modern Language Studies 43:4 (October 2007), 351–69 (p. 
355); Purkiss, The Witch in History, p. 188.

78 John Lyly, Endymion, edited by David Bevington (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1996), iii.3.55–61.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



84 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

While this description does at first sight appear to align Dipsas 
with the ‘village witch’, it is equally applicable to the classical 
sources – Latin rather than Greek79 – that permeate Lyly’s work 
as a dramatist. Dipsas’s unattractiveness alone need not imply that 
she was meant to be a ‘realistic’ portrait of a witch, and it is clear 
from other aspects of her character that the inspiration for her 
is classical. Her claim that ‘I can darken the sun by my skill and 
remove the moon out of her course’ aligns her with Medea.80 All 
that separates her from the gods, in fact, is her inability to control 
love: this aside, she is able to transform her maid into an aspen tree, 
and is acknowledged by all the other characters, even Cynthia, to be 
genuinely powerful and wise in her knowledge of ‘simples’ – meaning 
magical ingredients, particularly herbs – unlike the stereotypically 
ignorant village witch. Nor is there any indication in Endymion that 
Dipsas is reliant on the devil or a familiar spirit for her power, which 
further distinguishes her from the kind of witches found in trial  
pamphlets.

Some of Lyly’s other plays feature prophecies delivered by char-
acters who are witch-like in many respects. In Sapho and Phao 
(1584), the character Sybilla has been granted a long life – but not 
eternal youth – by the god Phoebus.81 She lives in a cave, and as she 
says to Phao, has ‘wrinckles and furrowes in my tawnie face’.82 She 
also appears, as her name suggests, to be a prophetess, and makes 
a long and cryptic speech to Phao predicting his future – a speech 
which, as G. K. Hunter points out, has no connection to the plot 

79 As Kimberly B. Stratton and Dayna S. Kalleres, Daughters of Hecate: Women 
and Magic in the Ancient World (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2014) point out, Greek ‘witches’ such as Circe are typically represented 
as young and beautiful, while Roman witches, such as Erictho, tend to 
be described as old and ugly (p. 46); Hutton points out that Circe and 
Medea are not really witches, or even human, and contends that pre-Roman 
Greece had no concept of the witch (pp. 58, 281). Some Roman witches, 
such as Meroe in The Golden Asse, are old and ugly but are able to 
appear young and beautiful. This characteristic reappears in Renaissance 
literature as well, for example in Spenser’s Duessa in The Faerie Queene 
and, interestingly, in the male enchanter Sacrapant in Peele’s Old Wife’s 
Tale (1590). In Sacrapant’s case the direct influence of The Golden Asse 
is evident, as he declares himself to be Meroe’s son.

80 Lyly, i.4.22–24 and note.
81 On the potential association of Phoebus/Apollo with the devil, see note 

76 above and the section on Sophonisba in Chapter 3.
82 John Lyly, Sapho and Phao (Oxford: Malone Society, 2002), l. 390.
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and may have had a topical significance which is now lost.83 Many 
of Sybilla’s characteristics – old age, ugliness, living outside of society, 
the gift of prophecy, and a bargain with supernatural powers – are 
all highly suggestive of common ideas about witches. But despite 
the obvious potential for presenting this character as a witch, and 
making her prophecies sinister, Lyly makes Sybilla something quite 
different. She is not malevolent, although her advice may be of 
questionable value, and no character accuses her of witchcraft, or 
any other kind of wrongdoing. In the pattern of contrasts within 
the play which Hunter describes, it is not Sybilla but Venus who 
is opposed to the virtuous Elizabeth-figure, Sapho.84 In naming his 
character after the sibyls of ancient myth, Lyly associates Sybilla 
with holiness. Hyperius, for instance, regards the sibyls as divinely 
inspired, and St Augustine went as far as to pronounce the Erythraean 
Sibyl ‘a citizen of the city of God’ who had prophesied the coming 
of Christ.85

Lyly also produced a non-classical ‘English’ witch in the title 
character of Mother Bombie (1589). Mother Bombie of Rochester is 
a dramatic character, based on a folkloric figure, who may have been 
inspired by a historical person.86 She is referred to in later plays – Hey-
wood’s Wise Woman of Hogsdon and The Witch of Edmonton – as 
well as in various other texts from the period. Reginald Scot claims 
that she was a cozener or trickster, while other sources describe her 
as a diviner, or as a witch.87 She thus appears to have been someone 
about whom opinion was divided, as Scot acknowledges. Lyly’s play, 
interestingly enough, presents her as benevolent, and blessed with the 
gift of prophecy. Mother Bombie is a sympathetic character, and the 

83 G. K. Hunter, John Lyly: The Humanist as Courtier (London: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul, 1962), pp. 176–77.

84 Hunter, p. 173.
85 Hyperius, p. 94. St Augustine, The City of God, translated by John Healey, 

2 vols (London: Dent, 1945), xviii.23 (pp. 196–97). The witchcraft sceptic 
Johannes Weyer, however, suggests that the Sibyls were inspired by the 
devil: George Mora (ed.), Witches, Doctors and Devils in the Renaissance 
(Binghampton: Medieval & Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1991), i.8,  
pp. 21–22.

86 Scot claims that the historical Mother Bungie was a cozener, saying that he 
knows this ‘partlie of mine owne knowledge, and partlie by the testimonie 
of hir husband, and others of credit, to whome (I saie) in hir death bed, 
and at sundrie other times she protested these things’ (xvi.3, pp. 473–74).

87 See Almond, pp. 52–53, for a discussion of the relevant sources.
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play makes a point of allowing her to deny the charge of witchcraft  
explicitly:

Silena    They say you are a witch.
Mother Bombie They lie. I am a cunning woman.88

Mother Bombie acknowledges her genuine magical power by calling 
herself a cunning woman, but (like a learned magician) posits an 
ethical distinction between witchcraft and benevolent magic. This 
distinction was denied by demonologists such as William Perkins, 
who regarded ‘good’ witches such as Mother Bombie as worse than 
harmful witches, since they harmed the soul rather than the body 
by leading the faithful astray.89 The character Maestius in Mother 
Bombie expresses a similar view, but it is clear by the end of the 
play that he is wrong.90 Bombie conforms in other ways to the witch 
stereotype: she is old and, as Silena unkindly comments shortly after 
the lines above, ‘foul’. Nevertheless, it is clear that while Mother 
Bombie can easily be mistaken for a witch, she is not one.

Even Mother Bombie is not an entirely ‘English’ witch, or cunning 
woman. While she bears a much greater resemblance to the popular 
idea of a cunning woman or good witch than any of Lyly’s other 
characters, Mother Bombie and the play she appears in are also 
influenced by the classical sources that suffuse Lyly’s other works. 
Her prophecies are all delivered in a cryptic and punning style:

In studying to be over-natural,
Thou art like to be unnatural,
And all about a natural.
Thou shalt be eased of a charge,
If thou thy conscience discharge;
And this I commit to thy charge.
(v.2.17–22)

Mother Bombie is a marginally better poet than Howard’s Mother 
Joan, and it would seem that in her case ‘Apollo’s olde weather-beaten 
oracles’ really have provided some inspiration. As the play’s most 
recent editor points out, the play is set in a kind of Graeco-Roman 
version of England, with characters named Candius, Dromio, Lucio, 
and so on, and including servants who are actually slaves working 

88 John Lyly, Mother Bombie, edited by Leah Scragg (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2010), ii.3.98–99.

89 Perkins, pp. 174–75.
90 Lyly iii.1.61–63.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



Witchcraft in Elizabethan drama 87

to secure their liberty.91 Even in Mother Bombie, classical models 
are never far from Lyly’s dramatic vision.

With the exception of Dipsas in Endymion, most of the witch 
characters in the drama of the 1580s predict the future rather than 
engaging in acts of maleficium. This tends to distance them from 
the village witches who were being tried in courts at this time, but 
it also connects them to a broader concern with prophecy in court 
circles. In December 1580, Edward de Vere, the Earl of Oxford, 
accused his former friends Henry Howard and Charles Arundel of 
sedition and involvement in a pro-Catholic conspiracy in which de 
Vere also confessed his own part.92 Arundel’s written rebuttal of 
the specific accusations made by de Vere reveals that the one he 
took most seriously related to ‘a certayne boke of pictures, after 
the manner of a prophesie’, which predicted the date of the Queen’s 
death and the identity of her successor.93 Soon afterwards, in the 
parliament that sat from 16 January until 18 March 1581, tougher 
laws against Catholics were passed, as well as legislation prohibiting 
anyone from seeking to predict the date of Queen Elizabeth’s death 
or the identity of her successor ‘by setting or erecting of any Figure 
or Figures, or by casting of Nativities, or by calculacion, or by 
any Prophecieng Witchcrafte Cunjuracions or other lyke unlawfull 
meanes’.94 Howard and Arundel were never tried, and nor was de 
Vere, despite their counter-accusations; but the incident does seem to 
have provided the impetus for Howard’s polemic against prophecy, 
published a few years later.95

Following these events, state papers record a number of potentially 
threatening incidents involving prophecies over the course of the 
decade. In 1586, at another moment of high political tension, two 
separate cases of people predicting the death of the Queen took 
place shortly after the discovery of the Babington plot.96 It would 
seem that the court continued to disapprove of prophecy, judging by 
the peculiar dedications printed in John Harvey’s 1588 work. His 

91 Leah Scragg, introduction to Lyly, Mother Bombie, p. 11.
92 Nelson, p. 249.
93 Nelson, pp. 218, 274.
94 xxiii Elizabeth I c. 5.
95 Nelson, p. 220; see also Elmer, Witchcraft, Witch-Hunting, and Politics 

in Early Modern England, p. 26.
96 CSPD cxcii.51 (24 August 1586) and cxciv.57.1 (22 October 1586). The 

Babington plot was a conspiracy to assassinate Elizabeth and replace her 
with Mary Stuart. Mary Stuart herself was subsequently executed.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



88 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

Discoursive Probleme concerning Prophesies includes two dedicatory 
epistles, both addressed to the powerful courtier Sir Christopher 
Hatton. Oddly, the first of these refers to an entirely different work, 
a book on astrology with a ‘short Astrologicall Prognostication, 
thereunto appending’.97 This epistle is dated 20 August 1587. It is 
followed by a second, briefer epistle, in which Harvey explains his 
reasons for writing the later work:

in modest hope of like Honorable fauour, I continue the like boldness 
in presenting your Lordship with a treatise [that] … in regard of 
certaine speciall circumstances, both publique and priuate, may 
respectively minister some reasonable occasion, if not of more fauour-
able acceptation, yet haply of more inward liking. No man either 
knoweth better, or can deeplier consider, than your Lordship, how 
notoriously and perilously the world hath continually from time to 
time been abused, and in sort cosened with supposed prophesies, 
and counterfet soothsayings.98

The work that follows this grovelling semi-apology is a warning 
against credulity as regards prophecies, including astrological prophe-
cies of the kind that Harvey had recently sent Hatton, who had 
obviously not appreciated Harvey’s initial effort to impress him.

Prophecy was often perceived as a threat by the Elizabethan 
government during the 1580s, and was frequently connected to 
witchcraft.99 But the Tudor monarchs had also traditionally seen 
prophecy as an opportunity. From Henry VII onwards, the Tudors 
made use of sibylline prophecy in order to support their legitimacy, 
and to justify some of their more controversial decisions, including 
Henry VIII’s break with Rome.100 As Jessica Malay has pointed 
out, Elizabeth herself was depicted as a wise sibyl in poetry in the 
1580s.101 This might explain the apparent interest in, and sympathy 

97 Harvey, sig. A3r.
98 Harvey, sig. A4r.
99 On the threat of prophecy in general in Elizabeth’s reign, see Tim Thornton, 

Prophecy, Politics and the People in Early Modern England (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 2006), pp. 24–25. On the connection between witchcraft 
and prophecy see Daneau, i (n.p.); Hyperius, p. 77.

100 Jessica L. Malay, ‘Performing the Apocalypse: Sibylline Prophecy and Eliza-
beth I’, in Representations of Elizabeth I in Early Modern Culture, edited 
by Alessandra Petrina and Laura Tosi (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2011), pp. 175–92 (p. 177).

101 Malay, p. 187. Malay also notes that the earliest depiction of Elizabeth 
as a sibyl in extant poetry dates from 1585, and that the sibyl of Cumae 
was known for her virginity (p. 186).
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for, wise prophetesses in the drama of the period, particularly that 
of the court playwright Lyly.102

While the role of prophetess and that of witch can potentially 
be filled by the same person, the ‘witches’ in the plays of Lyly 
and Greene are a far cry from those of witchcraft pamphlets in 
Elizabethan England. The use of classical sources allowed playwrights 
to generate a gap between the onstage representation of witchcraft 
and the perceived reality of it. This gap between stage and ‘real’ 
witches would have been evident to audiences, and even in a play 
like Mother Bombie, which made reference to a witch who was 
believed to have been real, the introduction of classical elements 
into present-day Rochester heightens the sense of this dramatic work 
as fictional, and the witch portrayed is thereby removed from the 
lived experience of witchcraft. To the extent that witches in plays 
of the 1580s might have had contemporary political significance for 
early modern audiences, this significance seems related specifically 
to prophecy rather than to witchcraft in general. The presence of 
both good and bad prophets reflects the ambiguous character of 
prophecy, which presented both a threat to stability and a means 
to ensure it.

The following sections study one of the main classical sources 
of witchcraft lore, the Metamorphoses of Apuleius, and a play 
which drew inspiration from it: Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream. Both works suggest surprising ways of reading what most 
demonologists considered to be the core element of witchcraft: the 
pact made between witch and devil. This important idea could be 
considered in isolation from witchcraft, and presented not as sinful 
and blasphemous but as light and harmless matter for comedy. 
Together with the evidence already considered, these texts suggest an 
Elizabethan theatrical and literary culture which typically preferred 
to avoid engagement with the assertions and ideas of demonology.

The Golden Asse and early modern witchcraft

Stories from the ancient world began to be disseminated in large 
numbers during the Elizabethan period. Between 1550 and 1660, 
there were around 200–400 literary translations into English per 

102 On Lyly’s status as ‘court playwright’, see Hunter, esp. pp. 132–58. However, 
Andy Kesson, John Lyly and Early Modern Authorship (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2014) contends that Lyly’s status as a court 
writer has been exaggerated (p. 12).
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decade, with peak years during the Elizabethan era (1570–1600). 
Around 40 per cent of these translations are from a Latin original, 
making Latin the biggest source language for English translations 
during this period.103 Not all Latin texts were necessarily ancient, 
of course, but a large number of classical works became available 
in English during Elizabeth’s reign, and many of these works were 
influential as sources for stage plays.

Many of these sources are well known to scholars of early 
modern drama, and many of them represent witches, including 
several that were translated in the 1560s, at around the time of 
the anti-witchcraft legislation.104 One of the richest classical sources 
on witchcraft is Apuleius’s Metamorphoses, available in English 
after the publication of William Adlington’s translation, which was 
entitled The Golden Asse (1566). In print just a few years after the 
Elizabethan Act against witchcraft was passed (in 1563), Adlington’s 
text is a fairly free translation which, according to one scholar, 
‘does not so much represent Apuleius’s words as transform them 
into a new and wonderful shape of [Adlington’s] own creation’.105 
The novel contains a number of stories which were represented 
on the early Elizabethan stage. As well as the lost play Cupid and 
Psyche (1580–82?), Robert Carver refers to examples of a number 
of pre-Shakespearean Elizabethan plays which draw on Apuleius, 
including Lyly’s Sapho and Phao and Greene’s Menaphon (1589).106 

103 Gordon Braden, ‘An Overview’, The Oxford History of Literary Translation 
in English, edited by Gordon Braden, Robert Cummings and Stuart Gillespie 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), vol. 2, pp. 3, 9.

104 For example, Ovid’s Metamorphoses (available in a translation by Arthur 
Golding in 1565), familiar to Shakespeare scholars, tells the story of Medea, 
and a number of Seneca’s tragedies, most of which were translated and 
published in the 1560s by John Studley, Jasper Heywood, Alexander Neville, 
and Thomas Nuce, also touch on witchcraft.

105 Julia Haig Gaisser, The Fortunes of Apuleius and the Golden Ass: A Study 
in Transmission and Reception (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008), 
p. 293.

106 Robert H. F. Carver, The Protean Ass: The Metamorphoses of Apuleius from 
Antiquity to the Renaissance (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 
331–32. Brief references to the novel are fairly common in early modern 
drama: in Endymion, Sir Tophas expresses his desire for Dipsas to turn 
him into an ass, saying: ‘I honour her for her cunning, for now, when I 
am weary of walking on two legs, what a pleasure may she do me to turn 
me to some goodly ass and help me to four!’ (v.2.87–89); George Peele’s 
The Old Wife’s Tale (London: A. & C. Black, 1996) refers to Thessaly 
and to Meroe, who Sacrapant says is his mother (ll. 328–29).
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The most famous example, however, is A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream (1595), which will be discussed at greater length in the next  
section.

The witches in The Golden Asse are female and old, but in other 
respects they are completely unlike the village witches represented 
in English pamphlets of the late sixteenth century.107 The first 
witches introduced in the novel are the sisters Panthia and Meroe. 
Meroe stabs her former lover, Socrates, in the neck and pulls out 
his heart with her bare hands, before Panthia recites a charm and 
seals the wound with a sponge; Socrates sleeps all night and does 
not die until he later drinks from a river, causing the sponge to 
fall out. The witches also urinate on Socrates’ terrified companion 
Aristomenes, apparently for their own amusement. Nothing to 
match this was ever reported in an Elizabethan witchcraft pam-
phlet. The powers Meroe is said to command in the novel are 
virtually limitless, even including ‘power to rule the Heavens, to 
bringe downe the skie, to beare up the earth, to turn the waters 
into hilles, and the hilles into runninge waters, to lift up the ter-
restriall spirites into the ayre, & to pull the Goddes out of the 
heauens’.108 Meroe is also represented as lustful, a characteristic 
which is usually absent in English witchcraft pamphlets, where 
witches are more commonly represented as motivated by a desire for  
revenge.109

The Golden Asse’s witches are certainly powerful, but it is unclear 
whether these witches were taken very seriously by its author, its 

107 The difference between ancient and modern witches was often invoked by 
sceptical authors, and denied by those in favour of witchcraft persecution. 
Henry Holland, for example, denies any difference between the witches 
of Horace and Ovid and those of sixteenth-century England: Holland, A 
Treatise Against Witchcraft, sig. B3r. See also Roberts, ‘The Descendants 
of Circe’, p. 187.

108 Lucius Apuleius, The XI Bookes of the Golden Asse, translated by William 
Adlington (London, 1566), p. 4. These claims are typical of ancient witches in 
Latin texts; cf. Medea’s monologue in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, translated by 
David Raeburn (London: Penguin, 2004) vii, 200–9 and Lucan’s description 
of the Thessalian witches’ powers in Pharsalia (vi, 461–506).

109 Charlotte-Rose Millar, ‘Sleeping with Devils: The Sexual Witch in 
Seventeenth-Century England’, in Supernatural and Secular Power in 
Early Modern England, edited by Marcus Harmes and Victoria Bladen 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 207–31, argues convincingly for a sexual 
element in the familiar-witch relationship, but this did not emerge until 
the seventeenth century.
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translator, or any of its early modern readers.110 A degree of scepticism 
appears to be built into the text. The opening of the novel – like 
the opening of The Late Lancashire Witches, discussed in Chapter 
5 – features a debate about the possibility of witchcraft. The narrator 
overhears a conversation between two travellers. One of them has 
been talking about witchcraft, and his companion openly mocks 
his credulity, calling the stories ‘absurde & incredible lies’. The 
narrator – who is named Lucius Apuleius, but need not be identified 
with the author – takes the side of the believer, chiding the sceptical 
traveller for his ‘obstinate minde and grosse eares’.111 But whether 
Lucius is to be trusted as a source of intellectual authority is open 
to question; for much of the novel his main function is to be the 
butt of various cruel jokes. Lucius observes another Thessalian 
witch, Pamphile, transform herself into a bird by rubbing herself 
with a magical ointment; Lucius’s attempt to copy her is what causes 
his own transformation into an ass. After his initial transforma-
tion – which he frequently blames on fortune, but which readers 
might conclude is entirely his own fault – the narrator is regularly 
beaten, threatened with castration, and at one point even scorched 
under his tail with a burning log. When in serious trouble, Lucius 
is usually able to escape by defecating on his tormentors.112 His 
transformation into an ass, rather than a bird, is indicative of his 
basically clownish nature in the novel. Of course, within the stories, 
witches are certainly real. But in the brief debate about the reality 
of witchcraft staged at the start of the fictional work, readers might 
not wish to align themselves with the opinion of a character who 
turns out to be, both literally and figuratively, an ass.

The theme of transformation within the novel is further compli-
cated by the numerous other ‘transformations’ that take place in 
it. Ovid’s Metamorphoses depicts a range of divine, and therefore 
supernatural, transformations. Apuleius, on the other hand, depicts 
transformations of humans into animal form with entirely natural-
istic (although not necessarily plausible) explanations. The robber 
Thrasileon, for example, is disguised with a ‘Beares skinne, whiche 

110 The case of Robert Burton suggests that early modern readers – with the 
exception of many demonologists – were less likely to believe in classical 
witches. Burton takes modern witches quite seriously, but dismisses the 
classical variety as ‘poetical fictions’. See Burton, i.2.1.2, p. 190.

111 Apuleius, p. 1.
112 See, for one of many examples, Apuleius, p. 77.
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fitted him finely in euery pointe … in such sorte that he seemed a 
very liuely & naturall beast’.113 While Apuleius’s transformation 
may be genuinely supernatural, the novel also acknowledges the 
existence of what Reginald Scot and other sceptics would later 
describe as cozening.

Despite these sceptical elements, and despite the evidently fictional 
nature of the narrative, stories derived from Apuleius’s text were 
among those used in support of the existence of witchcraft by 
European demonologists. One version of the central story – the 
transformation of a man into an ass by a witch – is retold in 
the Malleus Maleficarum, often regarded as the most influential of 
all witchcraft treatises across Europe.114 In Elizabethan texts, too, 
literary evidence was used in proving the existence of witchcraft; 
Gareth Roberts has pointed out the frequent references to Circe 
in demonological texts,115 while Hyperius quotes from Ovid’s 
version of the story of Medea,116 and later goes on to mention 
the transformations of Odysseus’s companions and of Diomedes. 
Agrippa, too, cites The Golden Asse in his discussion of the power 
of sorcery.117 The ointment used by Pamphile may also have found 
its way into demonological theory. A number of early European 
writings on witchcraft tell stories of ointments used by witches for 
the purposes of transforming themselves and others into animals, 
as well as to facilitate transvection (witches’ flight).118 As Walter 
Stephens points out, witchcraft theorists tended to accept The Golden 
Asse ‘as if it were scientific testimony’,119 and this attitude, while 
strange to modern readers, was based on perhaps the most solid of 
all theological authorities, St Augustine. Augustine does not quite 
embrace The Golden Asse as true, but he is at least prepared to 
consider the possibility that Apuleius’s transformation genuinely took 
place.120 For Augustine, the story is either true or it is false – in his 
comments on the book, he seems not to recognise the category of 

113 Apuleius, p. 39.
114 Institoris and Sprenger, ii.166C–167C, pp. 432–34, and footnote 547.
115 Roberts, ‘The Descendants of Circe’, p. 192.
116 Hyperius, pp. 79–80 (p. 80 is incorrectly marked 40).
117 Agrippa, p. 80.
118 Stephens, Demon Lovers, pp. 249–56. Stephens identifies Apuleius as the 

earliest source of stories about non-witches being transvected (p. 162).
119 Stephens, Demon Lovers, p. 162.
120 Augustine, The City of God, xviii.18, p. 192.
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fiction at all.121 His authority led later medieval authors to follow 
his assumption that Apuleius’s story was autobiographical.122

Adlington’s attitude to The Golden Asse is quite different from 
Augustine’s – more open to the idea of it as fiction, but also seemingly 
contradictory. In his dedicatory epistle, Adlington refers to The 
Golden Asse as Apuleius’s ‘fable or feigned ieste’, which implies 
that he recognises it to be fictional. However, shortly after this 
comment, Adlington seems in his summary of the novel to accept 
it as true. He writes that

the Author him selfe, traveled into Thessaly (being a region in 
Grece, where all the women for the most parte, be such wonderfull 
witches, that thei can transfourme men into the figure of beastes) 
weare after he had continued a fewe daies, by the mighty force of 
a violent confection, he was chaunged into a miserable Asse, and 
nothinge might reduce him to his wonted shape, but the eatinge 
of a Rose, whiche after endurance of infinite sorow, at length he 
obtained by praier. Verely under the wrappe of this transforma-
tion, is tared the life of mortall men, when as we suffer our mindes 
to be drowned in the sensuall lustes of the fleshe, and the beastly 
pleasure thereof: (whiche aptly may be called, the violent confection 
of witches) that we leese wholy the use of reason and virtue (which 
properly should be in man) & play the partes of bruite and sauage  
beastes.123

Adlington relates Apuleius’s story as if it really happened to ‘the 
Author him selfe’, and he goes on to cite other examples of trans-
formations, at least one of which he cannot have considered to 
be fictional – that of Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 4:33 – as if to 
convince potential sceptics of the possibility that Apuleius’s story 
really happened. However, Adlington also imposes an allegorical 
meaning on the novel. This supposed moral of the story is probably 
put forward partly in order to excuse the sexual and scatological 
content of the novel, but it also serves to cover Adlington’s apparent 
confusion about the relationship of the novel to historical reality. 
Both Augustine and Adlington avoid a clear position on the question 

121 Augustine does seem to recognise the category of fiction in his Confessions, 
however, where he writes disapprovingly of Greek myths as ‘lying fables’ 
[falsis fabellis] (i.10, p. 10) and ‘poetic fictions’ [poetica illa figmenta]: 
(i.13, p. 14). See also Nelson, pp. 14–15.

122 Gaisser, pp. 68–75.
123 Apuleius, sigs A2v–A3r.
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of whether Apuleius’s story really happened, but while Augustine 
simply reserves judgement, Adlington expresses both scepticism and 
belief, and ultimately turns witchcraft into a metaphor: a rhetorical 
figure which is simultaneously true and false.

Perhaps the most intriguing part of Adlington’s translation is 
Lucius’s eventual transformation back into human form. Having 
travelled and suffered much, Lucius sees a full moon and is moved 
to call on a goddess – at first referred to as Ceres but later called 
Isis – for aid. The goddess appears to him in the following form:

first she had a great abondance of heare, disparsed & scattred about 
her necke, on ye crowne of her head she bare many garlandes enterlaced 
with flowres, in the middle of her forehead, was a compasse in fashion 
of a glasse, or resembling ye light of the moone, in one of her hands 
she bare serpentes, in the other, blades of corne, her vestment was 
of fine silke yelding diuers colours, sometime white, sometime yelow, 
sometime rosie, sometime flamy & somtime (which troubled my 
spirit sore) darke & obscure.124

This highly ambiguous description might have troubled some of 
Adlington’s readers as well as Lucius. That she appears bearing 
serpents would have been a potentially sinister detail for any Christian 
reader,125 as would the unexplained darkness and obscurity of her 
clothing. The goddess’s association with the moon, seen both in her 
appearance and in the time at which she appears, could link her to 
various benevolent deities, in particular Diana, but there are other 
possibilities. She tells Lucius that ‘the Phrigiens call me the mother 
of the Goddes: the Atheniens, Minerue: the Cipriens, Uenus: the 
Candians, Diana: the Sicilians, Proserpina: the Eleusians, Ceres: 
some Juno, other Bellona, other Hecate’.126 The name Hecate, for 
Adlington’s readers, aligns this apparition with witchcraft, and later 
in the text, Ceres is more consistently referred to as Isis – another 
goddess associated with magic and necromancy. The variety of names 
by which the goddess is known would not have troubled the reader-
ship of the Latin original, which would have been comfortable with 

124 Apuleius, p. 117.
125 Snakes could represent wisdom as well as evil, but they were always a 

potentially disturbing symbol – one portrait of Elizabeth I from the last 
decades of the sixteenth century was repainted to replace the snake she 
was holding with a small bunch of roses; ‘Portrait of Queen Elizabeth 
I (1533–1603) with a hidden serpent’, www.npg.org.uk/assets/files/pdf/
displays/concealedandrevealed/panel1.pdf

126 Apuleius, p. 117.
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the rather chaotic nature of ancient religion.127 But readers of the 
early modern English translation with monotheistic religious views, 
and familiar mainly with a clearly defined pantheon of Greek and 
Roman gods, might have wondered about who or what this goddess 
really was when presented with such an ambivalent description.

While she appears benevolent in so far as she restores Lucius to 
human form, Ceres also demands service from him in return. The act 
of ‘unwitching’ Lucius could be perceived as sinister, since this was, 
according to many English demonologists, precisely what witches 
did in order to win more converts to the devil.128 The pact Ceres 
offers Lucius bears some resemblance to the bargain supposedly 
offered by the devil to prospective witches:

[T]hou shalt liue blessed in this world, thou shalte liue glorious by 
my guide and protection, and when thou descendest to hell, where 
thou shalt see me in that subterren pace, shininge (as thou seest me 
now) in the darknes of Acheron, and reigninge in the deepe profunditte 
of Stix, thou shalt woorship me … if I perceaue that thou art obedient 
to my commaundment … I will prolonge thy daies aboue the time 
that the fates haue appointed, and the celestiall planetes ordeined.129

Adlington translates mythological terms from Apuleius’s Latin 
into Christian-era English – the Greek underworld becomes ‘hell’. 
Presumably most, perhaps virtually all, of Adlington’s readers would 
have known this was not the hell ruled over by Satan, but the 
connotations of the English word may not have been entirely erased 
by this knowledge, especially given the Renaissance tendency to 
interpret Greek myth through a Christian lens.

Ceres offers Apuleius a charmed life in return for his devotion 
on earth and in hell; she even offers to extend the duration of his 
life. Both Marlowe’s Faustus and Middleton’s Hecate have been 
granted an extended life, having reached an agreement with the 
devil on this point. Ceres also refers to the lake of Acheron, which 
is mentioned quite frequently in early modern drama, often in an 

127 Deities with very similar functions and characteristics were represented by 
different names in different places, while the same name could refer to a 
variety of apparently different gods. See Walter Burkert, Greek Religion, 
translated by John Raffan (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1985), pp. 119–20, and John A. North, Roman Religion (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2000), p. 35.

128 See, for example, Perkins, pp. 174–76; Gifford, Dialogue, sigs E4r–E4v; 
Bernard, pp. 141–47.

129 Apuleius, p. 118.
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infernal context: Faustus swears an oath by Acheron, and Macbeth’s 
witches agree to meet there. Both the actual bargain Ceres offers 
and the imagery she uses offer support for an interpretation of this 
scene as a bargain between prospective witch (Lucius) and devil 
(Ceres). Many early modern authors interpreted the gods of the 
ancient world in precisely this way: the gods worshipped by the 
ancient Greeks were really devils in disguise.130 That Lucius might 
have bargained with infernal powers would not have surprised any 
early modern readers who were aware that the author, Apuleius, 
was accused of, and put on trial for, using magic.131

The Golden Asse has the potential for an interpretation along 
distinctively early modern lines as a story about witchcraft featuring a 
demonic pact as its climax. The authors of the Malleus Maleficarum, 
after all, had used stories from Apuleius’s novel to prove the existence 
of witches, and witchcraft ought to have been topical in England, 
having been the subject of legislation three years before Adlington’s 
translation was published. Nevertheless, neither Adlington himself 
nor any of the dramatists inspired by The Golden Asse seem to 
have picked up on this aspect of the novel. Adlington saw the story 
as a moral allegory, or even as a piece of light entertainment. He 
draws no attention to Apuleius’s bargain with Ceres as potentially 
infernal, but regards his transformation back into human form 
as an uncomplicatedly happy ending: evidence of Lucius’s moral 
development, or even a religious rebirth. Dramatic use of The Golden 
Asse likewise tended to avoid the often grotesque and sensational 
witchcraft elements of the story, focusing instead on exploiting the 
comic potential of the various stories that the novel contains.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream: witchcraft without witches

The best example of the tendency to lighten Apuleius’s witchcraft 
material is A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The play has frequently 
been linked to The Golden Asse, primarily on the basis of the 

130 See, for example, Howard, p. 84. This interpretation dates back to St 
Augustine; see Stephens, p. 61.

131 In his Apologia, Apuleius argues both that ‘magic is no other than the 
worship of the gods’ and that magic is ‘as mysterious an art as it is loathly 
and horrible’, relying on a distinction between pious and impious magic also 
made in early modern Europe by learned magicians like Paracelsus: Apuleius, 
Apologia and Florida translated by H. E. Butler (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1909); xxv, p. 56 and xlvii, p. 84.
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transformation of Bottom into an ass, or at least an ass-headed man,132 
although there are certainly other Apuleian elements present. But one 
feature of The Golden Asse that is absent from Shakespeare’s play is 
witchcraft. A Midsummer Night’s Dream takes Apuleian witchcraft 
and transforms it, turning witches into much more sympathetic 
fairies in a process of sublimation.

It is difficult to judge how seriously fairy beliefs were taken in 
early modern England. Reginald Scot held such beliefs to be a thing 
of the past, and he appears to have expected his readers to accept 
without question his claim that fairies existed only in stories told 
by ‘our mothers maids’.133 However, other authors – among them 
King James – did feel the need to argue explicitly against the real 
existence of fairies. There can be little doubt that some people believed 
in fairies, given that the confidence tricksters John and Alice West 
succeeded in tricking several people out of their money by posing 
as ‘the King and Queene of Fayries’, apparently leaving one victim 
sitting naked in a garden, ‘with a pot of earth in her lap, promising 
her it should be turned to gold in the morning’.134 Intriguingly, while 
the pamphlet telling the Wests’ story reveals trickery, it also claims 
that some of this trickery was carried out by means of witchcraft.135 
While the existence of evil spirits could not really be openly denied 
by any Christian, fairies did not fit comfortably into any theological 
category, and could safely be considered fictional. This does not 
mean that everybody considered them to be fictional, but it does 
mean that unbelief in fairies was a less controversial position to 
adopt than denying the existence of witches.

132 D. T. Starnes, ‘Shakespeare and Apuleius’, PMLA 60:4 (December 1945), 
1021–50 (p. 1031); Carver, pp. 430–37. As Carver points out, several 
lines in the play suggest that the ass-head is meant to suggest Bottom’s 
complete transformation. Using the head alone makes sense for practical 
reasons; having an actor dressed as an ass from head to foot would have 
been tricky to stage without resorting to a pantomime horse.

133 Scot, vii.15, p. 152. Interestingly, Chaucer also thought of fairy beliefs 
as outdated centuries earlier: Richard Firth Green, Elf Queens and Holy 
Friars (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), pp. 197–98; 
Purkiss, At the Bottom of the Garden, p. 159.

134 Anon., The Seuerall Notorious and Levvd Cousnages of Iohn Vvest, and 
Alice Vvest, Falsely Called the King and Queene of Fayries (London, 
1613); sigs A3r, B3r.

135 One of Alice West’s victims was said to be ‘stroke lame by her sorceries’ 
(sig. B1v); ironically this ‘real’ witchcraft helped to prove the reality of 
the ‘fake’ fairies. She was also able to produce ‘some strong illusion’ 
representing the king and queen of fairies (sig. B2r).
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As well as being less ‘real’, fairies were typically regarded as 
less sinister than other spirits. One of the earliest records of an 
Elizabethan witchcraft case details the interrogation of a sorcerer 
called John Walsh. According to this document, Walsh began by 
denying that he was in possession of a familiar spirit, but was 
apparently happy to say that he was able to tell whether people were 
bewitched with the help of fairies, probably in the hope that less 
blame would be attached to this admission.136 A passing comment 
made in the Daemonologie of James I also suggests that working 
with fairies was generally considered less blameworthy than working 
with familiar spirits: when witches admit to using fairies it is said 
to provide ‘a cullour of safetie for them, that ignorant Magistrates 
may not punish them for it’. James disapproves of this attitude 
and makes clear that fairy beliefs are delusions of the devil and 
that fairies themselves may be devils in disguise; nevertheless, he 
acknowledges that working with fairies tends to be judged more 
leniently.137 The distinction between a fairy and a witch’s familiar 
spirit was therefore less clear in early modern England than it 
would now appear.138 This was even more so in Scotland, and 
it is no surprise that James writes about fairies in his work on  
witchcraft.139

A Midsummer Night’s Dream replaces Apuleius’s witches with 
fairies, and while this is a significant difference, it is perhaps not 
as drastic a change as it might seem to modern readers, used to 
thinking of these (if at all) as two entirely separate categories. Robin 
Goodfellow, the Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, illustrates 
the existence of this grey area when he admits his responsibility for 
many of the everyday misfortunes that could with equal ease be 
blamed on a witch. Specifically, he ‘bootless make[s] the breathless 
housewife churn, / And sometime make[s] the drink to bear no 

136 Anon., The Examination of John Walsh (London, 1566), n.p.
137 James I, p. 75. This strategy, of course, is the one used by John Walsh 

in his examination. James’s view of fairies as either devils in disguise or 
diabolical illusions was the orthodox view of the medieval church by the 
thirteenth century (Green, pp. 14–15); however, as Green also points out, 
‘pastoral theology’ was partly responsible for the view that fairies were 
‘less culpable’ than other devils (pp. 22–23).

138 On witches and fairies see Hutton, pp. 215–42, and Emma Wilby, ‘The 
Witch’s Familiar and the Fairy in Early Modern England and Scotland’, 
Folklore, 111 (2000), 283–305.

139 For a detailed discussion of fairies in Scottish witchcraft trials see Purkiss, 
At the Bottom of the Garden, pp. 85–115.
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barm’.140 Interfering with the churning of butter and the brewing 
of beer were two of the more mundane crimes of which witches 
were often accused, according to Reginald Scot and others.141 Such 
activities could be attributed either to witchcraft or to fairies, perhaps 
depending on whether a suitable scapegoat presented him- or, 
more frequently, herself. The difference is that Robin’s tricks are 
good-natured, and are balanced by his capacity to reward humans 
with good luck. Robin himself describes his activities as leading 
to merriment among humans. While possessed of the powers of 
a witch, Robin is freed from any real guilt, and is of course far 
beyond the reach of human laws. Blaming him for the failure to 
churn milk is, in effect, a way to avoid blaming anybody for what 
might have been perceived as an ‘unnatural’ event.

Titania’s activities are also, in some respects, reminiscent of 
witchcraft. She and her fairies are said to meet

on hill, in dale, forest, or mead,
By paved fountain or by rushy brook
Or in the beached margin of the sea
To dance our ringlets to the whistling wind.
(ii.1.83–86)

These meetings take place in wild places, far from civilisation, just like 
witches’ sabbats. The circular dancing described here also matches 
depictions of witches’ meetings, including Shakespeare’s witches in 
Macbeth, who dance an ‘antic round’. But if these fairy meetings do 
represent something similar to witchcraft, it is witchcraft in reverse. 
While witches were thought to be able to cause natural disasters and 
disturbances in the weather, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream it is 
the cessation of Titania’s ‘sabbats’ with her fairies, and her dispute 
with Oberon, that have disrupted nature, causing ‘Contagious fogs’, 
the rotting of the corn while it is still green, and an abundance of 
‘rheumatic diseases’.

Oberon, like Ceres in Apuleius’s novel, is a somewhat ambiguous 
figure, and his exact relationship with the ‘damned spirits’ mentioned 
by Robin Goodfellow is open to question. Robin clearly implies 
that Oberon and he need to work quickly to disenchant Titania and 
Bottom before the sun rises. Oberon denies that this is necessary, 

140 William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, edited by Peter Holland 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), ii.1.38–39. Subsequent references 
to this edition are given in parentheses.

141 Scot, i.5, p. 11.
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stressing the difference between the fairies and the spirits of the  
night:

But we are spirits of another sort.
I with the morning’s love have oft made sport,
And like a forester the groves may tread
Even till the eastern gate, all fiery red,
Opening on Neptune with fair blessed beams
Turns into yellow gold his salt green streams.
But notwithstanding, haste, make no delay;
We may effect this business yet ere day.
(iii.2.388–95)

Oberon, in other words, tells Robin ‘there is no rush – but hurry 
up’. The speech seems to have no dramatic purpose other than to 
state explicitly – in case anyone doubted it – that Oberon is not 
evil. This being the case, he cannot be allowed to fear the daylight; 
nevertheless, he cannot be other than a creature of the night, so he 
cannot actually appear on stage during the day.142 It is impossible to 
believe that Oberon could share a stage with Theseus in the daylight; 
the fairies are associated with the night throughout the play, while 
Theseus is the ruler of the daytime world. Theseus and his court are 
associated with reason and light, while Oberon and Titania’s world 
is linked to dreaming, magic, and madness. But these potentially 
sinister associations of the fairy world are redeemed and rendered 
unthreatening by the way in which they are consistently linked to 
romantic love; the age-old idea of love as a kind of madness turns 
the literal and figurative madness brought about by the fairies into 
a laughing matter.

The love affair between Bottom and Titania is another aspect 
of the play which suggests the influence of The Golden Asse, in 
particular its story of Cupid and Psyche (in which Psyche, like Titania, 
is made to fall in love with what seems to be a monster). It can 
also be linked to the scene in which Lucius, while in the form of an 
ass, is seduced by a ‘fayre matron’, although Bottom and Titania’s 
relationship is more chaste.143 But a more important parallel to 
the relationship between Titania and Bottom in The Golden Asse 
is the relationship between Lucius and Ceres. Titania, like Ceres, 
is represented in the play as a deity of some sort. Also like Ceres, 

142 A previous dramatic representation of Oberon, in Greene’s James IV, 
‘cannot endure the coming of morning light’: Purkiss, At the Bottom of 
the Garden, p. 176.

143 Apuleius, p. 110.
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Titania appears to offer Bottom, or perhaps impose upon him, a 
kind of Faustian pact:

I do love thee. Therefore go with me.
I’ll give thee fairies to attend on thee,
And they shall fetch thee jewels from the deep
[ … ] I will purge thy mortal grossness so
That thou shalt like an airy spirit go.
(iii.1.147–52)

This pact bears great resemblance to that of Faustus with Mephast-
ophilis. Bottom is offered fairies to serve him, just as Mephastophilis 
is assigned to serve Faust. Titania’s fairies will fetch ‘jewels from the 
deep’ for Bottom, just as Faustus intends to command his spirits to 
‘Ransacke the Ocean for orient pearle’.144 Most striking, however, 
is Titania’s promise to transform Bottom into a spirit. This is at 
the top of the list of Faustus’s conditions to be fulfilled in exchange 
for his soul in the agreement he makes with Mephastophilis: ‘First, 
that Faustus may be a spirit in forme and substance’ (v.96). Neither 
Faustus nor Bottom actually receives this dubious reward; nonetheless, 
it is part of what they are offered.

Of course, the witch-pact Bottom is offered is a mock witch-pact, 
one with (almost) all of the horror taken out of it. Nevertheless, as 
Carver points out, there is a faint trace of threat left in the scene; 
Titania tells Bottom he cannot leave even if he wishes to, and 
binds him to silence.145 Bottom himself rarely responds directly to 
Titania, usually addressing the fairy servants rather than her. He 
never indicates that he wishes to accept her offer of love, although 
he is happy to allow Titania to pamper him. In fact, Bottom barely 
acknowledges Titania’s presence, preferring to eat hay and hold 
forth to his peers in the fairy world, the servants Peaseblossom, 
Mustardseed, Cobweb, and Mote. The play stops short of representing 
an actual pact between Bottom and Titania, but the possibility of 
such a bargain – and a faint sense that it might be a dangerous 
one for Bottom to enter into – lurks just beneath the surface of the 
exchanges between them.

The presence of witchcraft in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is 
no more than a suggestion or an undertone, but it is an undertone 

144 The Complete Works of Christopher Marlowe, vol. 2, edited by Roma 
Gill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), i.83. Subsequent references, 
given in parentheses, are to this edition.

145 Carver, pp. 441–42.
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that a Renaissance audience would have sensed. The witches of 
Apuleius, themselves never taken entirely seriously, are transformed 
into fairies – which were more likely to be seen as fictional creatures 
in early modern England. The threatening aspect of witchcraft in 
the fairy world is never entirely neutralised – the fairies are, after 
all, supernatural – but it is sublimated to such a degree that even a 
witch-pact can be transformed into matter for gentle, mock-romantic 
comedy. A Midsummer Night’s Dream demonstrates both how 
pervasive ideas central to witchcraft were in early modern theatre 
and literary culture, and how the demonological associations of such 
ideas could be rejected in favour of other, gentler, interpretations.

Joan of Arc, Margery Jourdain, and the historical witch

The discussion of witchcraft in the Elizabethan theatre thus far has 
suggested a theatrical culture which avoided representing ‘real’ witches 
in favour of classically inspired female magicians, prophetesses, or 
female characters who more closely resembled learned male magicians 
than stereotypical witches. It has also touched on one occasion when 
the representation of witches is avoided altogether, while retaining 
most of the elements of witchcraft. The witches discussed so far 
are evidently both fictional and stylised, in the sense that they do 
not aim for mimesis but retell stories which were often understood 
to be fictional rather than historical accounts.

The observation that Elizabethan stage witches tend not to be 
severely punished – Endymion’s Dipsas is forgiven, Alphonsus’s Medea 
is almost heroic, and Fedele and Fortunio’s Medusa is rewarded 
with marriage – was once explained by Katherine Briggs in terms of 
greater tolerance towards witchcraft during the Elizabethan period 
by comparison with the Jacobean, despite C. L. Ewen’s pioneering 
work demonstrating that prosecutions actually peaked in Elizabeth’s 
reign.146 Ewen’s conclusions were later given further support by 
Alan Macfarlane, and Briggs’s position is now untenable.147 But 
the ‘masculine’ nature of the magic practised by characters like 
Munday’s Medusa and Greene’s Medea suggests why it is treated 
as less blameworthy than witchcraft; they can be forgiven for the 
same reason that Howard does not condemn ‘worthy Socrates’ for 
his dealings with spirits.

146 Briggs, pp. 27, 76–77.
147 Ewen, Witch Hunting and Witch Trials, pp. 100–12; Macfarlane, Witchcraft 

in Tudor and Stuart England.
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Witches in Elizabethan drama, in other words, are forgiven not 
because Elizabethan people had forgiving attitudes towards witches, 
but because they are not really witches. The exceptions that prove 
this rule are some of very few ‘real’ witches to appear in English 
drama during this period, and in these cases the usual leniency is 
suspended. It has been suggested that ‘real’ witches, understood 
to be poor and ignorant women, lacked sufficient gravitas to be 
considered fit subjects for theatrical representation. But the genre 
of the chronicle history play, which developed in the early 1590s, 
could accommodate genuine witches. In fact, some plays could not 
easily avoid including witches, since they were found in the sources 
which the plays depended on. The witches of the history plays 
are the closest thing in English drama to the witches of the trial 
pamphlets, although some important differences remain.

The most obvious example of a play representing a person widely 
acknowledged at the time of its performance to have been a ‘real’ 
witch is 1 Henry VI (1592), in which Joan la Pucelle (Joan of 
Arc) appears and is ultimately tried (offstage) and executed as a 
‘sorceress’.148 In presenting Joan as a witch, the play follows the 
authority of several chronicle histories, most notably Holinshed. 
Joan’s identity as witch, however, is not entirely clear at the start 
of the play. She presents herself to the Dolphin as blessed rather 
than charmed:

Dolphin, I am by birth a shepherd’s daughter,
My wit untrained in any kind of art;
Heaven and Our Lady gracious hath it pleased
To shine on my contemptible estate.
[…]
In complete glory she revealed herself.
And, whereas I was black and swart before,
With those clear rays which she infused on me,
That beauty am I blest with, which you may see.
(i.2.72–86)

There is a hint here of what is to come; Joan declares herself to be 
‘untrained in any kind of art’, perhaps protesting her innocence of 
witchcraft before any accusation has been made. The transformation 
of Joan’s appearance from dark to light – which she credits to ‘Our 
Lady’ – hints at the transformation of Satan into an angel of light 

148 William Shakespeare, King Henry VI Part 1, edited by Edward Burns 
(London: Arden Shakespeare, 2000). v.3.217. Subsequent references to 
this edition are given parenthetically.
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from ii Corinthians 11:14, a familiar theme in witchcraft treatises. 
The French, though, are taken in by Joan’s successes, praising her as 
divine and a ‘prophetess’ (i.5.47). They acknowledge that her power 
goes beyond the natural, but regard it as holy rather than demonic.

The difficulty of knowing whose side God is on, however, 
is summed up in a brief exchange between two of the French 
commanders:

Bastard I think this Talbot be a fiend of hell.
Reignier If not of hell, the heavens sure favour him.

(ii.1.46–47)

Both the English and the French claim the support of heaven and 
condemn their enemies as instruments of the devil, making the play 
appear, in the early scenes, almost even-handed in its treatment 
of the conflict. But as the play progresses, it becomes clear that 
Joan is indeed a witch. Talbot refers to her as a ‘witch’, a ‘damned 
sorceress’, and even a ‘railing Hecate’ (iii.2.37, 63). Even more 
tellingly, the French themselves seem either to be aware of Joan’s 
witchcraft or, at least, to be drawing the audience’s attention to it 
with dramatic irony – as when the French king asks Joan to ‘enchant 
him [Burgundy] with thy words’ (iii.3.40), and, more subtly, with 
references to Joan’s ‘cunning’ and ‘secret policies’ (iii.3.10, 12) – 
ambiguous words which could in early modern usage be understood 
to refer to witchcraft, as well as the primary meanings. Indeed, there 
are moments when such use of irony appears to condemn all the 
French as demonic. Asked by Sir William Lucy where the English 
prisoners are held, the French king Charles replies: ‘For prisoners 
ask’st thou? Hell our prison is’ (iv.4.170). Charles means that he 
has sent the English prisoners to hell by killing them, but the line 
might also imply that the French will soon be imprisoned in hell 
themselves. Charles has a touch of Mephastophilis about him in 
this line, and audiences might have recognised the resemblance, as 
1 Henry VI is very close to Dr Faustus in date.

By the end of the play, Joan is captured and the truth is revealed. 
For the first time in the play, her familiar spirits appear on stage, 
gesturing helplessly when she asks for their help. Interestingly, she 
has not already concluded a full Faustian pact, although she has fed 
her spirits with drops of her blood. In order to save herself – and to 
frustrate the English – she offers to lop off a limb for them; when 
this is refused, she offers them her soul. The offer is again refused, 
but the fact that it can be made at all suggests that it has not been 
made before. If the representation of Joan in this scene is influenced 
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by any textual source, it is not likely to be the writings of learned 
demonologists. The idea that a drop of blood might be enough for 
a demon is repeated by Howard, as mentioned, and similar ideas 
appear in Elizabethan trial pamphlets. It was even claimed that 
familiar spirits could be contented with being given milk to drink 
and wool to rest on.149 The reformed necromancer Francis Coxe, 
too, suggested that magical power might be granted in exchange 
for the sorcerer giving up certain types of food.150 Such ideas are 
obviously incompatible with the more theologically respectable 
positions adopted by James I, Gifford, Perkins, and others, which 
held that the devil would only ever be interested in obtaining the 
body and soul of the witch or magician. Joan’s representation as a 
witch is closer to popular than to demonological views.

There is at least some doubt, then, about whether Joan’s magical 
activities have necessarily led to her forfeiting her soul. Meanwhile, 
Joan’s motivation might serve to mitigate her crimes to a certain 
extent, in that she is clearly a patriot, albeit a French patriot. Joan’s 
relationship with the audience is more complex than the final scenes, 
on their own, would suggest. She sometimes makes ironic comments 
on the behaviour of the French, as when Burgundy agrees to betray 
the English. Joan says ‘[d]one like a Frenchman: turn and turn again’ 
(iii.3.85). In making this statement, Joan acts almost as a chorus, 
expressing a view that comes from a perspective distinct from that 
of her own character. In doing so, she guides the audience and takes 

149 George Gifford has no truck with such beliefs but reports their existence 
(Discourse, sig. G3r). Various pamphlets offer support for, and variations 
on, Gifford’s claim. In Anon., A Detection of Damnable Driftes (London, 
1579), Mother Smith is said to have kept three spirits: ‘greate Dicke’ in 
a ‘wicker bottle’, ‘Little Dicke’ in a ‘Leather Bottle’, and ‘Willet’ in a 
‘Wolle Packe’ (sig. A7v). Mother Smith, like Gifford, was from Maldon in 
Essex.The same pamphlet claims that a spirit was persuaded by Elizabeth 
Fraunces of nearby Hatfield to harm her neighbour in exchange for a ‘crust 
of white bread’ (sig. A4v). In Windsor, according to A Rehearsall both 
Straung and True (London, 1579), Mother Deuell and Mother Margaret 
fed their spirits with blood, but also with milk and bread (sigs A5v–A6r). 
The Apprehension and Confession of Three Notorious Witches (London, 
1589) similarly claims that Joan Cunny fed her spirits with ‘white bread 
and milke’ (sig. A4v). Many Elizabethan pamphlets make no mention of 
any explicit agreement for the witch’s soul.

150 Coxe, n.p. Coxe gives the example of a priest living near Bridgwater who 
promised to eat cheese instead of bread. Perhaps aware that this might 
strike some readers as quite a good deal, Coxe later adds that the sorcerer’s 
soul was also part of the bargain.
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them into her confidence, establishing the kind of closeness between 
villain and spectators that also appears in Richard III. While she 
may be a villain, Joan is also the most entertaining character on 
stage. She is even allowed to pass comment on some of the excessive 
hyperbole of the English. When Sir William Lucy, who is looking 
for Talbot, praises him at great length in rather conventional verse, 
Joan cuts him short with a much pithier speech – one of the most 
memorable in the play:

Here’s a silly stately style indeed:
The Turk, that two and fifty kingdoms hath,
Writes not so tedious a style as this.
Him that thou magnifiest with all these titles
Stinking and fly-blown lies here at our feet.
(iv.4.184–88)

It is hard to guess how a patriotic early modern English audience 
might have responded to this speech. Booing and hissing might be 
one possibility, but Joan’s occasional function as a kind of jester-
cum-vice and choric truth-teller sits uneasily with such a response. 
Joan is right, too; Talbot is dead and Lucy is long-winded.

In her final scene, however, Joan is suddenly diminished as a 
character. Having been captured and condemned to death by the 
English, Joan is sought out by her father, a shepherd, whom she 
repudiates:

Decrepit miser, base ignoble wretch,
I am descended of a gentler blood.
Thou art no father, nor no friend of mine.
(v.3.7–9)

At the beginning of the play, when she joined the French camp, Joan 
drew attention (truthfully) to her low birth, specifically identifying 
herself as a shepherd’s daughter – shepherds being, of course, holy 
as well as lowly. After her capture, however, she pointlessly lies 
to contradict what she told the French about her parentage. Soon 
afterwards, York calls her an ‘ugly wench’, implying that the beauty 
she claimed to receive from the Virgin Mary has been taken away 
again.

But Joan has been much more than a witch throughout the 
play. She does not fit the witch stereotype established in texts like 
those of Scot and Gifford; she is not based on ideas about learned 
male magicians; nor does she match classical models of witches, 
or the accounts of village witches given in trial pamphlets. The 
play acknowledges her to be awkward and unclassifiable, with its 
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repeated punning on her name: she is a puzzle, as well as a puzzel 
(whore) and a pucelle (maid).151 This puzzle is, however, drastically 
and jarringly simplified at the end of the play. Joan is pushed into a 
category to which she does not really seem to belong, hastily forced 
by the text into conformity with a witch stereotype that cannot 
easily accommodate her.

In an attempt to save her life, which is itself at odds with the 
defiant language she uses prior to her capture, Joan claims to be 
pregnant. In early modern England, this was a valid plea for any 
woman condemned to death and, if accepted, would result in a 
postponement of execution which, in practice, often turned out to 
be a reprieve. Perhaps surprisingly, pleas of pregnancy were quite 
rare.152 It seems likely that Joan is merely stalling, but nevertheless, 
the extreme callousness of the English lords is jarring to modern 
readers: ‘Strumpet, thy words condemn thy brat and thee’, says 
York (v.3.84). York seems, in defiance of English law, not to care 
whether Joan is pregnant or not. How an early modern audience 
might have felt about this is open to conjecture, but it seems that 
Joan’s exposure as a witch who has bargained with demons has 
severely compromised her position, transforming her into someone 
who can be disposed of without a second thought.

The treatment of Joan in 1 Henry VI – the reduction of a complex 
and ambiguous character to a crude stereotype – may be a dramatic 
analogue of what happened in a number of actual witchcraft trials 
and the pamphlets associated with them.153 1 Henry VI is perhaps 
the closest the stage gets to the reality of witchcraft trials. Despite 
all the awkward questions that Joan’s execution raises, there can 
be little doubt that the play presents that execution as a desirable 

151 Edward Burns, ‘Introduction’ to King Henry VI Part 1, pp. 25–27.
152 Sharpe, Instruments of Darkness, p. 111. Sharpe notes that ‘some of the 

pregnancies recorded by the courts … were legal fictions designed to allow 
the judge to extend clemency’. Alice Samuel, one of the witches of Warboys, 
was said to have induced laughter in court by claiming to be pregnant in 
an attempt to avoid execution; her age at the time was apparently ‘neere 
fourscore’. Her unmarried daughter Agnes, according to the same source, 
did not plead pregnancy despite being urged to do so, on the grounds 
that she refused to be known as ‘both a Witch and a whoore’. It might 
be suspected that this part of the anecdote, which provides an interesting 
contrast with Joan’s behaviour, was added for its literary and didactic 
value (Anon., The Most Strange and Admirable Discoverie of the Three 
Witches of Warboys (London, 1593), sigs P3r–P3v).

153 See Gibson, ‘Understanding Witchcraft?’ and the introduction to this book.
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outcome. Joan’s rapid degeneration from the most entertaining 
character on stage to a caricature villainess who crudely advertises 
her own evil appears designed to encourage her scapegoating. It is 
hard to square Joan’s representation with the widespread idea that 
the theatre tended to work against witchcraft persecution.

There are limits to the similarities between Joan and the ‘real’ 
witches tried in English courts. The most important is that Joan’s 
witchcraft takes place in the realm of high politics rather than 
that of village-level disputes. Another of Shakespeare’s chronicle 
histories, 2 Henry VI, stages a similarly political act of witchcraft, 
when the Duke of Gloucester’s wife, Eleanor Cobham, consults with 
the witch Margery Jourdain and the conjurer Roger Bolingbroke 
to predict the fortunes of the King and her husband’s aristocratic 
rivals. As mentioned, it was this type of prophecy that had been 
made illegal earlier in Elizabeth’s reign. This lends some topical 
significance to the scene while deviating from Holinshed, who writes 
that Bolingbroke and Jourdain were executed for practising image 
magic in order to ‘waste and destroie the kyngs person’.154 The 
cryptic predictions made by the demon Asmath155 turn out to be 
both misleading and accurate, anticipating a similar use of prophecy 
in Macbeth. The magic is clearly effective and presented without 
any obvious condemnation, although Bolingbroke is not allowed to 
protest his innocence, which according to Holinshed he took ‘upon 
his death’. The interest of the scene, apart from the spectacular 
presentation of the demon, lies not in the magicians but in their 
customer, Eleanor. Bolingbroke and Jourdain are only there to serve 
her interests – and in fact, it is revealed earlier in the play by Sir 
John Hume that she has been manipulated into consulting them in 
order to secure her downfall by the devious Cardinal, Winchester, 
and the Duke of Suffolk (i.2.94–99).

Shakespeare’s chronicle histories demonstrate that witchcraft could 
be represented in a way that must have been perceived by some as 
relatively accurate, given that it was based on chronicles. Witches 
could be taken seriously in Elizabethan drama, and witchcraft could 

154 Raphael Holinshed, The Third Volume of Chronicles (London, 1587), p. 
623.

155 The demon’s name is emended to ‘Asnath’ by most editors from the Folio’s 
‘Asmath’ on the grounds that the name could be an anagram of ‘Sathan’; 
see William Shakespeare, King Henry VI Part 2, edited by Ronald Knowles 
(London: Arden Shakespeare, 1999), i.4.24n. However, this appears to 
be no more than a rather wild guess. In the Quarto of 1594 the spirit is 
named Askalon.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



110 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

be presented as genuinely efficacious and threatening, but only when 
dignified by aristocratic or royal patronage – an important point of 
contact with Macbeth and many other witch plays of the Jacobean 
theatre. La Pucelle and Margery Jourdain, unlike the various stage 
witches who precede them, are not purely fictional characters; they 
are characters based on historical people who really were executed, 
although not for witchcraft – Joan of Arc was burned at the stake 
for heresy and Jourdain for treason. The important thing about their 
crimes was not that they supposedly made use of witchcraft, but that 
in doing so they had been perceived to threaten the monarchical and 
religious order. This is why – like the plots of Catholic conjurers 
against the Queen – their crimes are treated without any trace of 
scepticism.

Magic and demonology in Dr Faustus and its competitors

The cluster of Elizabethan plays featuring magic users in the late 
1580s and early 1590s includes a number of plays featuring male 
magicians as protagonists. Anthony Munday’s John a Kent and 
John a Cumber (1589), Robert Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar 
Bungay (1589), and Christopher Marlowe’s Dr Faustus (1592) were 
first performed in close proximity to one another.156 But while the 

156 I have followed the dates given in the most recent Annals of English Drama 
for all three plays, but the dating of Dr Faustus is a rather contentious 
issue. Arguments for an earlier date for Faustus are hampered by the 
absence of solid evidence for any pre-1594 performance, and tend to rely 
on unprovable assumptions about how the play’s main author would have 
behaved. For example, John Henry Jones writes that Marlowe, once he had 
seen the play’s source, the English Faust Book, ‘would have fastened upon 
it at once. He must have felt it was made for him … any delay on his part 
would have given the prize to a rival. It is quite preposterous to suppose 
that if the EFB appeared in 1588 the play was not written until 1592’ 
(John Henry Jones (ed.), The English Faust Book (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994), p. 53). I fail to see anything preposterous about 
such a supposition. Referring to similarities between Dr Faustus and other 
plays, Scott McMillin and Sally-Beth MacLean, in The Queen’s Men and 
Their Plays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), briefly consider 
the possibility that Marlowe borrowed from Greene rather than vice versa, 
but conclude that this ‘would not seem at all characteristic of Marlowe’s 
artistic temperament’ (p. 158). But Marlowe’s ‘artistic temperament’, as 
imagined by people writing more than 400 years after his death, is not 
evidence of anything, except perhaps a modern predisposition to regard 
Marlowe’s work as unusually original.
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plays are close in time, they are far apart ideologically – or rather, 
Dr Faustus is far apart from the other two. Greene and Munday 
represent magic as an activity that is in some respects admirable, 
almost endorsing the kinds of views held by learned magicians 
themselves. Dr Faustus, for the first time in the English theatre, 
puts forward the views of the demonologists in detail.

Greene’s and Munday’s plays can be considered as examples of 
the ‘magical contest’ story, as Richard Levin argues.157 Friar Bacon’s 
antagonist in Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay is the German magician 
Vandermast, whose learning and power are first emphasised when 
he defeats Bacon’s sidekick, Friar Bungay. Bungay and Vandermast 
begin their contest, tellingly, with a debate rather than immediately 
resorting to magic: as Henry Howard would have recognised, the 
learning of the magicians is what establishes their credibility. The 
men argue about whether geomancy or pyromancy is superior. The 
obvious answer would be pyromancy, since fire is the ‘best’ of the 
four elements, but Bungay chooses to argue on behalf of geomancy. 
Vandermast, scoffing at his choice, tells Bungay that

when proud Lucifer fell from the heavens,
The spirits and angels that did sin with him
Retain’d their local essence as their faults,
All subject under Luna’s continent.
They which offended less hang in the fire,
And second faults did rest within the air;
But Lucifer and his proud-hearted fiends
Were thrown into the center of the earth,
Having less understanding than the rest,
As having greater sin and lesser grace.
Therefore such gross and earthly spirits do serve
For jugglers, witches and vild sorcerers;
Whereas the pyromantic genii
Are mighty, swift, and of far-reaching power.158

Vandermast’s speech posits gradations of guilt among fallen angels 
and links different orders of spirits to the ancient elements of earth, 
air, and fire (hydromancy and aeromancy are not mentioned, although 

157 Richard Levin, ‘My Magic Can Lick Your Magic’, Medieval & Renaissance 
Drama in England, 22 (2009), 201–28, discusses the history of this type 
of episode in literature, identifying the contest between Moses and the 
magicians of Egypt in Exodus as one of the earliest examples.

158 Robert Greene, Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (London: Edward Arnold, 
1964), ix.58–71. Subsequent references to this edition are given in 
parentheses.
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Agrippa discusses them along with geomancy and pyromancy).159 
The most corrupt spirits are those associated with the earth, and 
these are the spirits used by witches, jugglers, and sorcerers. The 
view Vandermast expresses dates back to the third century in the 
writings of Origen,160 and seems to be endorsed by the play, in so 
far as he wins the contest with Bungay. Agrippa also argues that 
devils can be divided into four groups corresponding to the four 
elements.161 It is, however, a view explicitly contradicted by at least 
one demonologist, King James, who writes that

all Devils must be lyars; but so they abuse the simplicitie of these 
wretches, that becomes their schollers, that they make them beleeve, 
at the fall of Lucifer, some Spirites fell in the air, some in the fire, 
some in the water, some in the lande: In which Elementes they still 
remaine. Whereupon they build, that such as fell in the fire, or in 
the aire, are truer then they, who fell in the water or in the land, 
which is al but meare trattles, and forged be the author of al deceit.162

Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay advances the ideas of magicians 
rather than those of demonologists, suggesting that the latter were 
not quite as unambiguously ‘orthodox’ in the period up to 1590 
as they may later have become.163

However, the play also implies that working with the most evil 
spirits is necessary for very powerful magic. Bacon himself has 
undoubtedly done so, and he associates himself with witchcraft 
when he describes the work that went into the creation of the brass 
head that he hopes will provide protection for the country – an idea 
with obvious appeal in the immediate aftermath of the attempted 
invasion of England by the Spanish Armada:

      I have dived into hell
And sought the darkest palaces of fiends;
That with my magic spells great Belcephon

159 Agrippa, pp. 125–27.
160 Russell, p. 237.
161 Agrippa, p. 21.
162 James I, p. 20.
163 Keith Thomas argues that ‘continental concepts of witchcraft’ were not 

‘widely disseminated’ in England until after the publication of Scot’s 
Discoverie; he dates the beginning of this process to around 1590, with 
the publication of Henry Holland’s Treatise Against Witchcraft (Thomas, 
pp. 523–25). As I have argued, important and analogous changes take 
place at around this time both in the pamphlet literature of witchcraft 
and in the theatre.
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Hath left his lodge and kneeled at my cell;
The rafter of the earth rent from the poles,
And three-form’d Luna hid her silver looks,
Trembling upon her concave continent,
When Bacon read upon his magic book.
With seven years’ tossing nigromantic charms,
Poring upon dark Hecat’s principles,
I have fram’d out a monstrous head of brass,
That, by th’enchanting forces of the devil,
Shall tell out strange and uncouth aphorisms,
And girt fair England with a wall of brass.
(xi.7–20)

Bacon, by his own admission, has ‘dived’ into hell, used ‘nigromancy’ 
or black magic, plans to harness the power of the devil – not that 
of the angels – to protect England, and for good measure mentions 
Hecate, goddess of witchcraft. The important difference between 
Bacon’s magic and witchcraft, however, is that Bacon commands 
the evil spirits that he works with, rather than making any kind of 
bargain with them. In Bacon’s contest with Vandermast, the spirit 
in the form of Hercules is so frightened of Bacon that he refuses 
to follow Vandermast’s commands, and ends up carrying him back 
to Germany on Bacon’s orders. The presentation of magicians as 
commanders rather than servants of spirits supports the claims of 
magicians, and contests those of the demonologists.

Friar Bacon does, in the end, repent his use of magic and promises 
to give it up, but the lesson he claims to have learned is the result of 
a highly contrived series of events. Bacon shows two scholars their 
fathers engaged in a duel via his magic mirror; the duel results in both 
fathers’ deaths, and the two young men promptly kill each other as 
well, while Bacon – normally in command in all situations – looks 
on passively. The audience or reader is presented with a very stylised 
pair of tragedies. Bacon laments that his magic has caused the 
deaths of the scholars, but all it has really done is speed things up: 
the scholars would surely have found out about their fathers’ fight 
eventually anyway. Having blamed himself for something that was 
not really his fault, Bacon goes on to repent his use of magic for 
unrelated reasons: because the practice of magic is blasphemous. This 
was equally true before the scholars killed each other, and audiences 
watching Greene’s play will have known that magic was usually 
supposed to be morally questionable. But the play incorporates 
real-world consequences, however clumsily, before Bacon’s magic is 
understood to be in any way reprehensible. Blasphemy alone is not 
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enough. Furthermore, even after his repentance, it is not entirely clear 
that the humbler and more contrite Bacon is altogether changed. 
He is last seen making a prophecy, and prophecy is usually seen 
as a type of magic.

Anthony Munday’s John a Kent and John a Cumber, roughly 
contemporary with Greene’s play, is even kinder to its magicians. 
Both the male magicians of the title are masters of disguise and 
illusion, but it is also made clear that they master the spirits they 
work with, and not vice versa. John a Cumber, the eventual loser 
of the contest between the two rivals, is said to have gone ‘beyond 
the Devill / And made him serve seaven years prentiship’, and the 
final line of the play, partially lost as a result of damage to the 
manuscript, ends with the words ‘overmatchde the Devill’.164

Neither of the two Johns has any particularly noble aim to justify 
his working with magic, as Friar Bacon does, nor do they seem to 
feel any need for such justification. John a Kent, in particular, seeks 
disharmony for his own amusement. Far from being committed to 
the ends of the noble couples he ostensibly serves, he treats their 
needs and desires as irrelevant and even seeks to undermine his own 
work, simply in order to make things more interesting:

But must these joyes so quickly be concluded?
Must the first Scene make absolute a Play?
No cross, no chaunge? What! no varietie?
[…] by my troth, to sport myselfe awhile,
The disappoynted brydegroomes, these possest,
The fathers, freendes, and other more besyde,
That may be usde to furnishe up conceite,
Ile set on woorke in such an amorous warre,
As they shall wunder whence ensues this jarre. (p. 22)

John’s real allegiance lies only with himself – and with the audience, 
who will also be ‘sported’ by the events he sets in motion. Things 
improve even further with the arrival of John a Cumber. At this 
point, the contest between them becomes of overriding importance 
to both magicians.

Neither magician repents, expresses the slightest regret for working 
with magic, or, for that matter, treats any other character as more 
than a pawn in the game between the two of them. This cavalier 

164 John Payne Collier, Introduction to Anthony Munday, John a Kent and 
John a Cumber, edited by John Payne Collier (London, 1851), vii–viii 
and p. 39. Subsequent page references, given parenthetically, are to this 
edition.
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attitude to the rather two-dimensional characters with whom they 
share a stage is unlikely to have cost them the audience’s sympathy. 
Like Prospero in The Tempest, they are in complete control of the 
events unfolding on stage, and to make the parallel between theatre 
and magic as clear as it can be, John a Cumber spends much of the 
play trying to organise a play – ostensibly in order to celebrate the 
wedding of the aristocratic couples, but mainly to glorify himself. The 
magicians treat their social superiors in a far from deferential manner, 
sometimes ordering them about as if they were servants – treatment 
which the aristocratic characters supinely accept. This mastery of 
the magician over his ‘betters’ is also apparent in Friar Bacon and 
Friar Bungay, with Bacon addressing the emperor of Germany as 
‘thee’ (ix.244) and even pointing out to the English king, Henry, 
the intolerable poverty of scholars, by mockingly offering him the 
kind of food the friars usually eat. The German emperor takes 
Bacon to task for this: ‘Presumptuous friar, what, scoff’st thou at 
a king?’ (ix.228), but Bacon ignores him. The ability to command 
spirits seems to go hand in hand with the ability to command one’s 
social superiors.

The situation in Dr Faustus could hardly be more different, even 
though Faustus is, in some respects, quite similar to Friar Bacon. 
He has major ambitions, including the kind of military and political 
goals Bacon describes. Faustus, in language which must have been 
borrowed from Greene or his hypothetical source,165 also speaks of 
his desire to ‘wall all Jermany with brasse’ (i.88). In fact, Faust goes 
into greater detail than Friar Bacon about the kinds of achievements 
he seeks, such as ‘chas[ing] the Prince of Parma’ from Germany 
and acquiring the ‘golden fleece’ of treasure from the Americas that 
enriches Philip of Spain (i.93, 131). None of these goals are achieved, 
although they are all, in themselves, as laudable from a Protestant 
perspective as is Bacon’s desire to protect England. Faustus also 
seeks to raise himself above his humble origins, and indeed above 
royalty, declaring that ‘The Emprour shal not live but by my leave’ 
(iii.110). Friar Bacon, John a Kent, and John a Cumber do not 

165 Even if Dr Faustus does predate Greene’s play, such borrowings could 
easily have found their way into the published version. The A-text of Dr 
Faustus, published in 1604, post-dates the alterations to the play made 
by William Bird and Samuel Rowley recorded in Henslowe’s diary. The 
extant prose romance of Friar Bacon postdates Greene’s play, although it 
has been suggested that an earlier version of it may have been the source 
of the play. See Jones, p. 55.
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express these kinds of social ambitions in words, but they behave 
as if they did not accept anyone as their superior. By the end of 
the play in which he appears, Faustus is ingratiating himself with 
a duchess by bringing her grapes out of season. Faustus’s servility, 
which ironically results from his excessive ambition, is as far as 
it could be from the mastery of magicians over both demons and 
social superiors in the other magician plays.

Faustus’s abject failure to command emperors is linked to his initial 
failure to command spirits. The summoning scene, as is frequently 
noted, puts paid to any suggestion of Faustus establishing mastery 
over Mephastophilis in the way Friar Bacon would.166 Indeed, 
Mephastophilis explicitly rules out the very possibility of ceremo-
nial magic as described by most authors on magic. After Faustus 
has summoned Mephastophilis he immediately, and prematurely, 
congratulates himself on his apparent success:

How pliant is this Mephastophilis?
Full of obedience and humilitie,
Such is the force of Magicke and my spels,
No Faustus, thou art Conjurer laureate
That canst commaund great Mephastophilis.
(iii.29–33)

On re-entering, Mephastophilis explains that Faustus’s magical 
ceremonies only attract him because they are blasphemous, rather 
than compelling him to come, and Faustus abandons the idea of 
‘commaunding’ Mephastophilis with comical rapidity upon being 
told to ‘pray devoutly to the prince of hell’ (iii.34). In the next 
scene in which he appears, it is Faustus who is full of obedience and 
humility as he proclaims his devotion to Beelzebub, for whom he 
will ‘build an altare and a church, / And offer luke warme blood of 
new borne babes’ (v.13–14). The language of worship and sacrifice 
that Faustus employs here and elsewhere is only used in relation to 
the devil. Faustus never entertains the idea of worshipping God, even 
when he tries to repent. Nevertheless, he often uses the language of 
religiosity – language which is conspicuously absent in John a Kent 
and John a Cumber and, for almost the entire play, Friar Bacon and 
Friar Bungay – although Friar Bacon’s late speech of repentance 

166 Robert H. West, ‘The Impatient Magic of Dr. Faustus’, English Literary 
Renaissance, 4 (1974), 218–40, draws attention to ‘the important distinction 
between the coercive magic which Faustus abortively attempted and the 
witch pact for which he readily settled’ (p. 225).
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performs the ideologically important task of establishing his piety 
and his refusal to give in to despair.

As Ryan Curtis Friesen points out, Marlowe presents Faustus 
as a kind of anti-Agrippa.167 Cornelius, one of the magicians who 
advise Faustus as he sets about learning magic, tells his protégé 
that ‘[h]e that is grounded in Astrologie, / Inricht with tongues well 
seene in minerals, / Hath all the principles Magicke doth require’ 
(i.138–40). It has been suggested that the name Cornelius was chosen 
in reference to Agrippa, who, like the character in the play, was 
‘infamous through the world’ for his practice of the ‘damned art’ 
(ii.32–33). But unlike the works of the historical Agrippa, Cornelius 
fails to mention piety as one of the prerequisites for learning to 
use magic. The magicians in Dr Faustus are not even allowed to 
pretend to be godly, a point emphasised in the ceremony Faustus 
carries out when he summons Mephastophilis:

Faustus, begin thine incantations,
And trie if divels will obey thy hest,
Seeing thou hast prayde and sacrific’d to them.
Within this circle is Jehovahs name,
Forward and backward, Anagramatis’d,
The breviated names of holy Saints,
Figures of every adjunct to the heavens,
And characters of signes and erring starres,
By which the spirits are inforst to rise.
(iii.5–13)

In some respects the ceremony described here is similar to those 
presented in magical manuals. Faustus has, after all, prayed before 
he begins his incantations – but he states that he has addressed 
his prayers and sacrifices not to God but to the devils he hopes to 
command. Faustus is not a pious magician but a devil-worshipper.

Other details of the ceremony are also designed to emphasise 
Faustus’s culpability, in particular his use of the names of God. 
Some magical treatises do say that the names of God should be 
used in ritual magic. The Fourth Book of Occult Philosophy, for 
example, specifies that the magician’s pentacle should be sanctified 
as follows: ‘let there be written about it the ten general names, 
which are, El, Elohim, Elohe, Zebaoth, Elion, Escerchie, Adonay, 
Jah, Tetragrammaton, Saday’.168 The name Jehovah, which Faustus 

167 Friesen, p. 109.
168 Fourth Book of Occult Philosophy, p. 49.
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uses, is present only in the shortened form Jah, which is permitted 
to be spoken in the Judaic tradition.169 Uttering the full form of 
God’s personal name, however,170 was considered blasphemous on 
the authority of Leviticus 24:16. While the word can be found in 
Elizabethan texts, ‘Jehovah’ tends to be used with caution in early 
modern England as well. English translations of the Hebrew bible, 
for example, tend to replace occurrences of it with the phrase ‘the 
Lord’. The name is repeatedly used by Faustus in his ceremony, 
however, and Faustus’s repeated and casual misuse of the holiest 
name of God emphasises the sacrilegious nature of the ceremony 
he performs. Friar Bacon, by contrast, refers with regret to his 
‘wresting’ of the names ‘Sother, Eloim, and Adonai, / Alpha, Manoth, 
and Tetragrammaton’ – but not Jehovah.171 Rather than the pious 
prayer recommended by Agrippa, Faustus gives a Latin speech in 
which he bids farewell to – again – Jehovah, and offers greetings 
to Beelzebub; he does not attempt to command Beelzebub, neither 
does he call on God for protection.

In all these details, Dr Faustus misrepresents the kind of ceremonial 
magic described by Agrippa in order to undermine any preten-
sions to holiness on the part of the magicians. In the process, the 
play emphasises Faustus’s guilt, making the matter more clear-cut 
than in Marlowe’s source, the English Faust Book.172 In Marlowe’s 
version of the legend, Faustus is happy to abandon his initial hopes 
of commanding Mephastophilis, all but tripping over himself in 
his eagerness to give his soul away. Gareth Roberts argues that 
the variety of different discourses about magic in early modern 
Europe complicates the arguments of critics who assume that audi-
ences would automatically have disapproved of Faustus’s use of  

169 Clifford Hubert Durousseau, ‘Yah: A Name of God’, Jewish Bible Quarterly, 
42 (2014), 21–26 (p. 24).

170 ‘Jehovah’, more properly ‘Yahweh’ or ‘Yahveh’, is a guess at God’s personal 
name, which is known to contain four consonants – Y-H-V-H – although 
the vowels are unknown. The ‘tetragrammaton’ is the name given to these 
four letters.

171 Greene, xiii.92–94. Greene does use the word ‘Jehovah’ in another of his 
plays, A Looking Glass for London and England (1590), but this play 
seems to have been a special case owing to its biblical setting; it tells the 
story of Jonah and the fall of Nineveh, which might justify the use of 
God’s personal name.

172 Sara Munson Deats, ‘Doctor Faustus: From Chapbook to Tragedy’, Essays 
in Literature, 3 (1976), 3–16. Deats points out, among other things, that 
in the EFB Faustus tries to get Mephastophilis to agree to a deal that does 
not involve the loss of his soul (p. 8).
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magic.173 But Dr Faustus is not a blank slate upon which audiences 
can project their own beliefs; it is itself a form of discourse. The 
magic in Dr Faustus is presented in an unremittingly hostile light; 
every detail is made to conform to the views of writers against 
magic rather than those of the magicians themselves.

Dr Faustus therefore denies the reality of the widely recognised, 
but disputed, distinction between witch and magician.174 Faustus’s 
relationship with Mephastophilis has a historical analogue in what 
Norman Cohn identifies as one of the early legal precedents for 
witchcraft persecution: the posthumous trial of Pope Boniface VIII, 
who, like Faustus, was said to have had a personal demon at his 
service.175 The difference between Faustus’s Mephastophilis and the 
witch’s familiar is one of grandeur rather than kind, and Faustus 
himself is a male witch – more serious and possessed of greater 
dignity (at least to begin with) than a female witch would be, but 
a witch nonetheless.

Dr Faustus is the first play in the English canon to represent a 
demonologically orthodox witch. In doing so, it may have been 
significant in both disseminating and contributing to demonological 
theory. Gareth Roberts notes in passing that there are a number 
of parallels between Dr Faustus (and, of course, the English Faust 
Book) and King James’s Daemonologie.176 Roberts goes on to express 
reluctance to use Daemonologie as ‘an exegetical tool’, but the great 
similarity between the texts suggests not just ideological affinity 
but direct influence. Daemonologie repeats the idea that the devil 
sometimes demands of his followers a contract signed in the magi-
cian’s own blood.177 It stresses the ineffectiveness and blasphemy of 

173 Gareth Roberts, ‘Marlowe and the Metaphysics of Magicians’, in Construct-
ing Christopher Marlowe, edited by James Alan Downie and J. T. Parnell 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 55–73 (pp. 60–62).

174 One demonologist, for example, argues that the conjurer, who is believed 
to be ‘[t]his great bynder and commaunder of Deuils, hath his own soule 
bound and commaunded by them, and is in miserable and uile captiuity’ 
(Gifford, Discourse, sig. G1v).

175 Norman Cohn, Europe’s Inner Demons (London: Heinemann, 1975), pp. 
180–85.

176 Roberts, p. 64.
177 James I, p. 23. The earliest known appearance of the contract signed in 

blood is in the story of Theophilus of Adana, the best-known version of 
which is in the thirteenth-century Golden Legend of Jacobus Voragine. 
See Marguerite de Huszar Allen, The Faust Legend: Popular Formula and 
Modern Novel (New York: Lang, 1985), p. 19. Contracts signed in blood 
are rare in English witchcraft pamphlets.

Eric Pudney - 9789198376876
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:11:01AM

via free access



120 Scepticism and belief in English witchcraft drama

magical procedures, even adding that the devil ‘mockes the Papistes’ 
by demanding that magicians use holy water in their rituals, as some 
magical manuals do indeed recommend.178

Mockery of the papacy by the devil is, of course, a prominent 
feature of the Faust myth. James claims that conjurers raise spirits 
because they wish them to ‘resolue them of their doubts’.179 Faustus, 
in the first scene of the play, uses a strikingly similar phrase: he wants 
spirits to ‘Resolve me of all ambiguities’ (i.80). Perhaps most tellingly, 
James’s treatise points to unlawful curiosity as the motivation for 
magicians, and in particular to an excessive interest in astronomy 
and astrology as the beginning of this curiosity.180 Astronomy is the 
only intellectual pursuit which Faustus does not dismiss. The idea 
of dealing with the devil in order to satisfy intellectual ambition is 
an old one, but the close chronological proximity of James’s text 
and the Faust story suggests that the similarity may be more than 
coincidental.181 Furthermore, it is not only James’s text that bears 
traces of the influence of the Faust myth: Richard Bernard’s Guide 
to Grand Jury Men explicitly refers to Faustus as an example of a 
witch, making no distinction between this case and others recorded 
in witchcraft pamphlets.182 Given that elements of the Faust myth 
seem to have been absorbed into demonological writings, it it difficult 
to argue that Dr Faustus could have encouraged scepticism about 
witchcraft.

There is, however, one sense in which Dr Faustus – along with 
many demonological works – is sceptical about magic. The play 
refuses to accept the possibility of commanding demons that Greene 
and Munday imagined. The magical-contest plays of Greene and 
Munday are, in essence, fantasies: plays written from a perspective 
that knew magic was supposed to be wrong but could not quite 
resist its dubious glamour. These plays are not sceptical in any overt 
way, but they present magic in such a way as to remove most of 
the threat from it. They suggest that magic can be treated lightly, 
and that it might be forgiven, even if it is sinful. Dr Faustus rejects 

178 James I, p. 17. The use of holy water is recommended by the author of 
the Fourth Book of Occult Philosophy (p. 55).

179 James I, p. 10.
180 James I, p. 10.
181 Gebert of Aurillac, who reigned as Pope Sylvester II from 999–1003, is one 

important predecessor of Faustus in this respect. See also the discussion 
in Chapter 1.

182 Bernard, pp. 98, 107. Bernard even explains why the devil appears in the 
shape of a friar for Faustus, but in animal form for common witches.
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all such wishful thinking. While Faustus is capable of the same 
kinds of tricks as John a Kent and Friar Bacon – all three magi-
cians are able to prevent other men from drawing their swords, for 
instance – the ‘real’, ceremonial magic that he wishes to perform is 
impossible. Not only is Faustus incapable of commanding demons, 
Mephastophilis makes clear in the summoning scene that nobody 
can do so. Almost equally important is the play’s demonstration that 
Catholic ‘magic’ does not work either – the attempts of the friars to 
exorcise Mephastophilis and Faustus are presented as farcical. Dr 
Faustus represents a specifically Protestant style of scepticism about 
magic, referred to in Chapter 1: it denies the possibility of genuine 
magic – magic that is anything more than mere ‘juggling’ – while 
accepting with deadly seriousness the reality of the devil and his 
power to help his disciples perform false miracles. When Faustus 
performs magic that is more than mere trickery – as when he fetches 
real grapes out of season for the Duke of Vanholt’s wife – it is clear 
that he is only able to do so with Mephastophilis’s aid. While the play 
is sceptical in that it suggests that both magic and Catholic ritual are 
ineffective, it is at the same time credulous in its uncompromising 
assertion that magic is always demonic.

Quite apart from the play’s own standpoint in terms of scepti-
cism and credulity towards witchcraft, however, it has often been 
recognised that scepticism and credulity, more generally, are important 
themes of the play. The significance of the Renaissance rediscovery 
of philosophical scepticism within Dr Faustus has been noted by 
William Hamlin, who points out that a phrase used in one of Sextus 
Empiricus’s texts is also used in the play.183 Faustus himself is the first 
in-depth dramatic study of the psychology of a witch, and his wild 
swings from elation to despair are also connected to his attitudes 
of doubt and credulity. Faustus’s scepticism is directed primarily 
towards the claims of religion, but also to those of all human learning, 
and this scepticism is represented as wilful. His credulity is most 
evident in his conviction that his own damnation is inevitable, and 
this conviction appears, on the face of it, to be equally groundless. 
For the most part, the play uses Faustus’s irrational credulity and 
scepticism to present an orthodox picture of the witch as a deluded 
tool of the devil. There are moments, however, when the play seems 
to complicate this simple picture by subtly raising the possibility 
that Faustus might be right to believe in the inevitability of his own 

183 William M. Hamlin, ‘Casting Doubt in Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus’, Studies 
in English Literature, 1500–1900, 41:2 (Spring 2001), 257–75 (p. 258).
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damnation – a possibility that is particularly significant in the light 
of the Calvinist theology that was, at the time of the play’s first 
performances, still dominant in the Anglican Church.184 However, 
while such moments can be seen as uncomfortable, they need not 
have troubled early modern Calvinists, who were committed to 
believing both that reprobate sinners were predestined to be damned 
and that they deserved this fate. Even if he is right to doubt that 
God’s grace has been extended to him, in other words, Faustus 
remains blameworthy from a Calvinist perspective.

Faustus is sceptical – in a qualified sense – from the very start 
of the play. In his opening scene he dismisses the various branches 
of learning, one by one, in this respect resembling Agrippa, whose 
Latin treatise De Incertitudine et Vanitate Scientiarum (1526) was 
translated by James Sandford and published in London as Of the 
Vanitie and Vncertaintie of Artes and Sciences in 1569. As Popkin 
points out, Agrippa’s work is not so much one of philosophical 
scepticism as ‘a long diatribe against all sorts of intellectual activi-
ties’.185 Faustus and Agrippa reject various disciplines on similar 
grounds: for Agrippa, logic is merely ‘a skilfulnesse of contention’,186 
and Faustus rejects it because ‘to dispute well [is] Logickes chiefest 
end’ (i.8). Throughout his soliloquy, Faustus rejects learning not 
on sceptical grounds but because he feels that the achievements 
it offers are insufficient. He is not so much a sceptic in this scene 
as a parody of a sceptic, driven largely by vanity and a desire for 
self-aggrandisement; but he also resembles Agrippa in his conviction 

184 The other characters in the play seem to share Faustus’s certainty that 
he will be damned; in particular the Old Man’s attitude is peculiar, as he 
holds out the possibility of redemption – to which Faustus responds in a 
promising manner – only to depart expressing the opinion that Faustus’s 
soul is ‘hopelesse’ (xii.42). The young scholars also seem convinced that it 
is too late for Faustus to repent at a very early stage of the play, at which 
point he has not even summoned Mephastophilis (ii.38). More detailed 
discussion of this aspect of the play can be found in Lars Engle, ‘Marlowe 
and the Self’, in Christopher Marlowe in Context, edited by Emily C. 
Bartels and Emma Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 
and David Riggs, The World of Christopher Marlowe (London: Faber & 
Faber, 2004), especially chapter 11.

185 Popkin, p. 28.
186 Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa, Of the Vanitie and Vncertaintie of Artes and 

Sciences, translated by James Sandford (London, 1575, first published as De 
Incertitudine et Vanitate Scientiarum Atque Artium Declamatio Invectiva 
in 1527), p. 21 (marked 23).
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that human learning is ultimately pointless. Unlike Agrippa, however, 
who recommended a fideist turn to God in the face of the inadequacy 
of human knowledge, Faustus turns to the devil.

Turning to God does not occur to him because Faustus is convinced 
that there is no hope of mercy from God from the very start of 
the play. In Faustus’s opening soliloquy, in which he rejects theol-
ogy along with other branches of learning, Faustus reads from the 
Vulgate Bible, concluding that since all of us sin we must all ‘die 
an everlasting death’ (i.46). This conclusion, as has often been 
noted, is based on false premises, since Faustus ignores the words 
of the biblical passages immediately following those he reads; he 
ignores the second part of Romans 6:23 and the verse following 
i John 1:8.187 Faustus, learned as he is, must know that he is wil-
fully misinterpreting scripture – or perhaps he understands that 
the passages he ignores do not apply to him. In either case, he 
remains convinced throughout the play that he cannot possibly be 
saved from damnation. Even Mephastophilis attempts to persuade 
him to change his mind, saying: ‘O Faustus, leave these frivolous 
demaunds, / Which strike a terror to my fainting soule’ (iii.81–82). 
But Faustus is determined, telling the spirit: ‘Learne thou of Faustus 
manly fortitude, / And scorne those joyes thou never shalt possesse’ 
(iii.85–86). It is Faustus’s conviction that he will never possess the 
joys of heaven that makes him so determined; he knows, or wilfully 
convinces himself, that he has nothing to lose.

As well as despairing of salvation, Faustus is credulous in ascribing 
too much value to the kind of humanistic learning which he seems 
to consider to be superior to the academic disciplines dismissed in 
his opening scene. Paying homage to the devil quickly slips into 
praising the ancient Greeks:

There is no chiefe but only Belsibub,
To whom Faustus doth dedicate himselfe,
This word damnation terrifies not him,
For he confounds hell in Elizium,
His ghost be with the olde Philosophers.
(iii.56–60)

187 See note on i.41. Romans 6:23, in full, reads: ‘For the wages of sin is 
death; but the gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord.’ 
i John 1:8–9 are as follows: ‘If we say that we have no sin, we deceive 
ourselves, and the truth is not in us. / If we confess our sins, he is faithful 
and just to forgive us our sins, and to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.’
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The speech moves swiftly from Faustus’s pledging allegiance to 
‘Belsibub’ to his devotion to the ‘olde Philosophers’. Faustus appears 
to have been deceived by devils in the same way that the ancient 
Greeks were often believed to have been. Faustus says he will 
‘confound’ hell in Elysium, playing on the double meaning of the 
verb – Faustus means ‘defeat’, but an alternative sense would suggest 
that he has actually confused the Christian hell with the mythical 
heaven of the Greeks. Faustus is made to ironically acknowledge his 
own credulity, and to establish a link between the demonic and the 
ancient learning recovered during the Renaissance – a link which is 
maintained throughout the play, most memorably in the conjuring 
of an evil spirit masquerading as Helen of Troy.

Faustus repeatedly ignores a variety of supernatural warnings 
which force themselves on his senses. At one point he declares, ‘O 
something soundeth in mine eares: / Abjure this Magicke, turne 
to God againe’ (v.7–8), but the advice is ignored because Faustus 
cannot or will not believe that God will forgive him. Later, when 
Faustus tries to sign the agreement with Lucifer, his blood will not 
flow, and Faustus tries to understand the significance of this event:

What might the staying of my bloud portend?
Is it unwilling I should write this bill?
Why streames it not, that I may write afresh?
Faustus gives to thee his soule: ah there it stayde,
Why shouldst thou not? is not thy soule thine owne?
Then write againe, Faustus gives to thee his soule.
(v.64–69)

Of course, Faustus’s soul is not his own, as he must know. Reginald 
Scot tells the story of a woman who became convinced that she had 
‘giuen hir soule to the diuell’ and was comforted by her husband, 
who pointed out that ‘thy bargaine is void and of none effect: for 
thou hast sold that which is none of thine to sell; sith it belongeth 
to Christ, who hath bought it, and deerelie paid for it, euen with his 
bloud’.188 Scot’s view that such a pact can never happen in reality 
was unconventional, but the husband’s observation was not. Faustus 

188 Scot, iii.10, p. 56. There are dramatic parallels in the characters of Elizabeth 
Sawyer and Mistress Generous, who both try to avoid promising their 
souls to the devil on similar grounds: ‘What interest in this Soule, my selfe 
coo’d claime / I freely gave him, but his part that made it / I still reserve, 
not being mine to give’ (The Late Lancashire Witches, ll. 1707–09); ‘I 
am thine, at least / So much of me as I can call mine own’ (The Witch of 
Edmonton, ii.1.142–43).
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must know this, and he should also be able to interpret the omen 
of his blood refusing to flow.

Perhaps the most important thing that Faustus does not want 
to believe in is the idea of eternal damnation – which, as has been 
remarked, is also the thing of which he is most convinced. Faustus 
is completely inconsistent on this point, at one moment dismissing 
the idea of hell entirely:

Faustus     Thinkst thou that Faustus is so fond,
 To imagine, that after this life there is any paine?
 Tush these are trifles and meere olde wives tales.
Meph. But Faustus I am an instance to prove the contrary
 For I am damnd, and am now in hell.
 (v.136–40)

Faustus continues to scoff, despite the evidence presented by the 
testimony of Mephastophilis and that of his own senses: as Engle 
points out, the very existence of Mephastophilis and Lucifer would 
seem to prove the existence of hell.189 Faustus is an extreme sceptic in 
that he seems willing to doubt all knowledge, whether it is grounded 
in empirical evidence or authority, but his scepticism is in this passage 
presented as foolish to the point of being incomprehensible.

Faustus’s incredulity not only coexists with his fear of God’s 
judgement, it is a direct consequence of it. Faustus has to mock and 
dismiss the tenets of religion in order to deal with his overwhelming 
fears. In the starkest of heaven’s warnings to Faustus, writing appears 
on his arm:

But what is this inscription on mine arme?
Homo fuge, whither should I flie?
If unto God hee’le throwe thee downe to hell,
My sences are deceiv’d, here’s nothing writ,
I see it plaine, here in this place is writ,
Homo fuge, yet shall not Faustus flye.
(v.76–81)

Faustus is both sceptical and credulous: he is sceptical of the writing’s 
obvious meaning, and even tries to imagine that the writing is not 
there, ignoring the evidence of his senses. In this he resembles the 
sceptical opponents of witchcraft, as they were depicted by Bodin 
and James I: ‘fools or madmen’ who ‘do not want to believe’,190 or 

189 Engle, pp. 203, 206.
190 Bodin, p. 38.
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the ‘stiff-necked’ people of Exodus 32:9. Faustus’s sceptical refusal 
to believe in what is obviously a heaven-sent warning is connected 
to his unshakeable belief in God’s anger and the certainty of his 
own damnation.

All of this suggests that Faustus is not merely credulous; he is also 
superstitious, in a specific sense of the word. The idea of supersti-
tion was often used in early modern England to describe excessive 
ceremony in religion, particularly by reform-minded Protestants, but 
it could also be used to denote an unhealthy fear of the supernatural, 
and especially of the afterlife. One seventeenth-century writer on 
the subject, the royalist clergyman Henry Hammond, explained 
superstition as follows:

The Atheist thinks there are no Gods, but the superstitious wishes 
there were none, but in spight of his Teeth beleeves that there are. 
An argument whereof is, that he is unwilling to dye […] Unbeleife 
and contempt of all that is Divine is a shrewd fault indeed but on 
the other side Superstition is a shrewd fault too, the shrewder of the 
twaine.191

The fault of the superstitious person is the opposite of the atheist’s 
fault, according to Hammond. In the play, Faustus seems to oscillate 
between these two faults, boldly denying the existence of hell in 
one moment, then falling into despair at the thought of his certain 
damnation in the next. Faustus never manages to achieve the happy 
medium of the pious man, who according to Hammond ‘reveres’ 
God but does not fear him. Faustus’s excessive fear of God and his 
fixed conviction that he is already damned – evident from the first 
scene in the play – is what keeps driving him deeper into his pact 
with Mephastophilis.

Faustus’s final speech is devoted to his dread of the afterlife, 
a further token of his superstition: ‘The feare of death, or any ill 
thing after it’, according to Hammond, is the defining characteristic 
of superstition.192 In this speech, Faustus yearns to ‘be changde / 
Unto some brutish beast: al beasts are happy, for when they die, / 
Their soules are soone dissolvd in elements’ (xiii.103–5). Like the 
superstitious man described by Hammond, however, Faustus knows 
‘in spight of his Teeth’ that the doctrine of metempsychosis is not 
true; he remains convinced throughout the play of the existence of 
God. Faustus’s credulous superstition and his sceptical atheism are 

191 Henry Hammond, Of Superstition (Oxford, 1645), pp. 5, 7.
192 Hammond, p. 7.
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mutually contradictory, but they are also inseparable, and together 
they form a closed circuit from which he cannot escape.

Most of the witches in the Elizabethan theatre, I have argued, are 
not really witches in the early modern sense. While some audience 
members may have taken characters like Dipsas or Mother Bombie as 
serious representations of historical or at least realistically imagined 
people, it seems more likely that these characters would have been 
appreciated for the entertainment they provided and, perhaps, the 
moral instruction their stories offered. The question of whether 
they were, or could have been, real seems unlikely to have arisen, 
because such a question is out of place within the genre of these 
plays. However, witches in Elizabethan drama could sometimes be 
treated more seriously, and these witches are the most realistic, in 
the sense of corresponding to early modern ideas about witches. In 
the cases of Joan la Pucelle and Margery Jourdain, the inclusion of 
‘real’ witches – usually avoided in Elizabethan theatre – is justified 
by a commitment to the source material, and by associating those 
witches with aristocratic or royal characters whom the witches 
could serve and other high-ranking characters whom they could 
threaten. That these witches were much less likely to have been 
understood as purely fictional is likewise evident from the genre of  
the plays.

With Faustus, for the first time, a witch becomes a protagonist 
in his own right. In contrast to most previous dramatic treatments 
of witchcraft, Faustus is identified as a real person in the source of 
the play and, implicitly, in the choric comment on him which ends 
the play (as well as in near-contemporary demonological works). 
Hostile though the play generally is towards its witch, Dr Faustus 
takes a bold step in putting a witch at the centre in the first place. 
It is, of course, significant that the first witch to occupy centre stage 
is male, and in some respects possessed of greater dignity than the 
stereotypical female witch. As has been argued, masculine magic 
was always taken more seriously in Elizabethan England than female 
magic. Faustus is both a rebellious and a submissive character – as 
women were often paradoxically thought to be – and it is perhaps 
his maleness and his learning that make his ‘effeminate’ version 
of magic dignified enough to be possible to represent on stage. 
Conversely, earlier witches – or female magicians – like Medusa 
and Medea were lent greater credibility by practising a supposedly 
masculine version of magic.

Had Friar Bacon been a real person rather than a character in 
a play, he might have found himself out of favour after the death 
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of Queen Elizabeth. He would, to begin with, have been guilty of 
an offence punishable by death under the Witchcraft Act of 1604, 
passed in the first year of James I’s reign. This Act replaced the 
Elizabethan law of 1563, and its first substantive paragraph is aimed 
at those who deal with evil spirits:

if any p[er]son or persons … shall use practise or exercise any Invoca-
tion or Conjuration of any evill and wicked Spirit, or shall consult 
covenant with entertaine employ feede or rewarde any evill and 
wicked Spirit to or for any intent or purpose … [he or she] shall 
suffer pains of deathe as a Felon or Felons, and shall loose the 
priviledge and benefit of Cleargie and Sanctuarie.193

This provision illustrates a shift of emphasis in the Jacobean Act; the 
1563 law places much more stress on the question of maleficium – the 
harm caused by magic – while the new act highlights contact with 
evil spirits as the basis of the crime and expands its discussion of 
invocation and conjuration. The idea of feeding spirits – suckling 
familiars with a witch’s teat – is incorporated into the law for the 
first time.

The 1604 Act seems, in the event, not to have had any great 
impact on legal practice. As Clark, Gibson, and others have shown, 
court cases involving witchcraft continued to focus on the issue of 
maleficium.194 But this might not have been clear at the time of the 
Act’s passing, neither does it prove that nothing at all happened as 
a result of the new laws. The legislation may have brought about 
or been accompanied by a more hostile climate for magicians in 
elite circles. John Dee seems to have regarded the Act as a threat 
to his safety, since he petitioned both King and Parliament in an 
attempt to establish his innocence of any such crimes.195 The Act 
would seem to reflect a change in attitudes, if nothing else, which 
may have affected the dramatic representation of magic as well. 
The most famous Jacobean magician, Prospero, does not deal with 
the ‘evill and wicked’ spirits proscribed by the Act, but with the 

193 i James I c. 12.
194 Marion Gibson, ‘Applying the Act of 1604: Witches in Essex, Northamp-

tonshire and Lancashire before and after 1604’, in Witchcraft and the Act 
of 1604, edited by John Newton and Jo Bath (Leiden: Brill, 2008), pp. 
115–28 (p. 127); Stuart Clark, ‘King James’s Daemonologie: Witchcraft 
and Kingship’, in The Damned Art: Essays in the Literature of Witchcraft, 
edited by Sydney Anglo (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985), pp. 
156–81 (p. 161 and note 16).

195 Parry, pp. 265–67.
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benevolent Ariel; Caliban is not characterised as a spirit, despite his 
association with earth and water, which neatly complements Ariel’s 
association with the ‘superior’ elements of air and fire. If Friar Bacon 
and John a Kent are the theatrical case for the defence of magic, 
Faustus is the prosecution, and the prosecution seems to have won 
out in England with the accession of the new king. As Chapter 3 
argues, the change of monarch had profound consequences for the 
theatrical representation of witchcraft.
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