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Course Description  
 
 
 

Medieval Magic and Astrology 
 

 

Dates Wednesdays 24 and 31 January; 7, 14, 21 and 28 February 2018 

Times 18.00–20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels  

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course Description 

Diverse forms of magic were practised in the Middle Ages, from simple love charms to summoning 

demons with complex and subversive rituals. Medieval astrologers were sometimes feared as 

magicians or said to be in league with demons, but usually they were revered scholars whose ideas 

and practices touched every level of society. 
 

Over six weeks we’ll explore the place of magic and astrology in the medieval world, looking at the 

figure of the magician, the wise-woman and witch, as well as magical objects and ritual procedures. 

We’ll consider how the practice of magic reveals a medieval fascination with the secrets of nature – 

and how medicine, time-keeping, politics and individual life choices were all influenced by astrological 

concepts, calculations and iconography. 

 
 

Week 1: Introduction to Magic 

In the Middle Ages the term ‘magic’ was used by theologians to describe all manner of undesirable 

rituals, and by natural philosophers for phenomena that did not fit their established theories of cause 

and effect. In our first session we’ll look at how best to define magic in the medieval context, and the 

relationship between magic, religion, and science. We’ll also consider the kinds of sources that survive 

today, and the key questions that scholars are currently debating in this field of history. In our first 

week, we’ll also enjoy a curator-led tour of Harry Potter: A History of Magic, where we’ll see rare 

collection items relating to our course and the broader history of magic. 
 

Week 2: Angels and Demons 

In Christian medieval cosmology, demons and angels were intermediaries between the heavenly and earthly 

realms. In week two our discussion will focus on the roles of spirits in ritual magic. We’ll look at how and 

why ritual magic texts incorporated orthodox Christian rituals, and how Jewish and Arabic magic influenced 

the development of Christian texts. We’ll also discuss who belonged to the ‘Clerical underworld’ and how 

necromancers (practitioners of demonic magic) could conceive of their activities as holy. 
 

Week 3: Marvellous Creatures  

The Anglo-Saxon text Marvels of the East described extraordinary creatures such as asses with long 

horns and serpents, called corsias, which guarded peppers. There are also trees that bear jewels and 

birds that burst into flame when touched. The West had its own marvels, as revealed in Gerald of 

Wales’ Topographia Hibernia: natives of Ossory who take the form of wolves every seven years, and 

a stone that miraculously produces communion wine. How did these monsters and marvels fit into 

medieval ideas about nature? In our third week we’ll consider the category of ‘natural magic’, and 

discuss how medieval people distinguished between magic, marvel, monster and miracle. 
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Week 4 : Astrology 

An enthusiasm for unravelling the messages of the stars is apparent in many surviving astrological 

writings from the Middle Ages. Astrologers used the positions of the planets to draw up horoscopes 

(maps of the heavens), which were interpreted using texts on the planetary natures and influences. 

They reveal a divinatory art far removed in its complexity from the Sun-sign predictions so popular 

today, but similarly concerned with personality types and individual destinies; questions of love and 

power, health and business. We’ll focus on this art of astrology in our fourth week, and its influence 

on medieval cosmology, meteorology, alchemy, magic and medicine. 
 

Week 5: Witchcraft 

The origins of witchcraft lie in particular social, economic, political and legal contexts; in ideas about 

the weakness of human nature, the powers of the devil and the benefits to humans and demons of 

an alliance. In week five we’ll explore different sources for the ideas of witchcraft, examine some of 

the earliest witch trials, and discuss how the 15th-century beliefs about diabolical witchcraft began to 

take shape, with tragic consequences. 
 

Week 6: Magic and the Imagination 

What is the relationship between magic and the imagination? In our last session we’ll focus on magic, 

art and literature. We’ll discuss magic in medieval romances, as well later works of fiction and art with 

magical themes. We’ll consider how authors present the relationship between magic, religion and 

science in their fictional works, and how ‘magical’ worlds relate to ‘real’ worlds. 

 
 

Tutor 

Dr Sophie Page teaches late Medieval History at University College, London. She works on medieval 

magic and astrology, especially in relation to religion, cosmology and natural philosophy. Her most 

recent book is Magic in the Cloister. Pious Motives, Illicit Interests, and Occult Approaches to the 

Medieval Universe (Penn State Press, 2013). 

 
 

Suggested Reading 
 

Sophie Page, Magic in Medieval Manuscripts, British Library, 2004 

Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages, Cambridge University Press, 2000 

Sophie Page, Astrology in Medieval Manuscripts, University of Toronto Press, 2002 

Richard Kieckhefer, ‘The First Wave of Trials for Diabolical Witchcraft’, in B. P. Levack, The Oxford 

Handbook of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe and Colonial America, Oxford University Press, 2013 

Gerald of Wales, The History and Topography of Ireland, part II: the werewolves of Ossery 

Marie de France, Bisclavret, https://people.clas.ufl.edu/jshoaf/files/bisclavret.pdf 

Sir Orfeo, http://sites.fas.harvard.edu/~chaucer/special/litsubs/breton/orfeo.html 

 
 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

A willingness to participate in group discussion and to undertake the suggested reading will help you 

get the most from this course. 

 

Facilities and refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea, coffee and biscuits will be provided at each session. 
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