
 

Adult Learning Courses 
www.bl.uk/courses 
 
 

Course Description  
 
 
 
 

Witchcraft in Medieval and Early Modern Europe 
 

 

Dates Wednesdays 1, 8, 15, 22 and 29 November; 6 December 2017 

Times 18.00–20.00  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels  

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course Description 

The witch-hunts of late medieval and early modern Europe still have the capacity to shock us today. 

Delve into the strange world of medieval witchcraft beliefs on this six-week course, where we’ll 

consider them in their cultural, social and intellectual contexts.  
 

We’ll trace the emergence of the diabolical witch sect in the 15th century – a new belief, yet one 

profoundly shaped by classical and Christian traditions. You’ll see how accounts of witchcraft were 

radically shaped by the legal frameworks of the period, and how new technologies of print could act 

as conduits for powerful depictions of the witch that in turn shaped the ways that witchcraft was 

imagined. We’ll examine the social world of the early modern village: the close-knit communities 

where witchcraft accusations were often leveled by neighbour against neighbour. And we’ll dissect a 

‘super hunt’ from the Basque country in the 17th century to understand how witchcraft panics 

unfolded. Finally, we’ll consider what we can learn from the history of witch-hunting today. 

 
 

Week 1: The Origins of the Witch Sect 

Beliefs in magic and sorcery were pervasive in pre-modern Europe, and drew on powerful classical and 

Christian traditions. In our first session we’ll trace the witch from antiquity to the 15th century, when 

new beliefs emerged about a witch sect who met to worship demons and perform dangerous crimes 

against society. We’ll look at where and why these new beliefs emerged, and consider the role the 

witches’ Sabbath played in propagating these powerful myths. In our first week, we’ll also enjoy a 

curator-led tour of Harry Potter: A History of Magic, focusing on collection items relating to the course.   
 

Week 2: Torture and Confession – The Witch Trial 

In week two we’ll examine the early persecution of witches at Arras in the 1450s, and think about how 

witchcraft trials were situated within their social and cultural settings in the medieval and early modern 

world. We’ll consider the trials and punishment rituals from across Europe; we’ll discuss the ways that 

accused witches were treated and at the complicated ways that evidence for witchcraft was constructed. 
 

Week 3: Vile Bodies – The Visual Culture of Witchcraft 

Images were central to the transformation and transmission of beliefs about witchcraft, magic, and 

demons in the period – particularly after the advent of printing. The distinctive and changing roles of 

these images have been the subject of some of the most dynamic and ground-breaking research into 

the history of witchcraft. In our third week, we’ll trace images of witchcraft from medieval depictions of 

magical practices, through to the radical transformations of witchcraft images in the early 16th century. 
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Week 4: Witches and Neighbours – Witchcraft and the Problems of Village Life 

The vast majority of witchcraft persecutions were not sponsored by elites: most emerged as accusations 

by neighbours. To help us understand how witchcraft accusations arose, our fourth session will focus 

on their original setting: the early modern village. We’ll explore the idea that witchcraft suspicions and 

accusations were the product of a precarious way of life –one that was threatened by the forces of 

capitalism and climate change. To study these tense and complicated relationships, we’ll examine a 

number of witchcraft trials from the rural Duchy of Lorraine (present-day Eastern France). 
 

Week 5: The Anatomy of a Super Hunt – The Child Witches of the Basque Country 

One of the most famous witch-hunts took place in the shadow of the Pyrenees in the 1600s. Beginning 

in a Basque-speaking region of France, the witchcraft panic quickly spread to Spain where almost 2,000 

people, many of them children, confessed to the crime of witchcraft before the panic subsided. As with 

most of Europe’s ‘super hunts’, its causes and consequences remain little understood. In our fifth week, 

we’ll try to uncover what really happened in this strange and deadly episode. 
 

Week 6: Witchcraft History in the Making – Never Again the Burning Times 

In our final week, we’ll consider what the early modern witch-hunts mean to us today. We’ll explore 

the two most common conceptions of witchcraft invented in the 19th century, and which still 

dominate popular theory today: the ‘Romantic’ tradition, which argued that witches were real but 

vastly misunderstood; and the more influential ‘Rationalist’ tradition, which made the early modern 

witch-hunt part of a larger struggle between the forces of science, and those of superstition. 

 
 

Tutors 

Dr Matthew Champion is a lecturer in Medieval History at Birkbeck, University of London. He has 

published widely on magic and witchcraft in medieval Northern Europe. 
 

Dr Jan Machielsen is a lecturer in Early Modern History at Cardiff University. He is an expert on the 

history of early modern witchcraft trials and demonology. He is the author of Martin Delrio: 

Demonology and Scholarship in the Counter-Reformation (Oxford, 2015). 

 
 

Suggested Reading 
 

Sources 

Alan Charles and Kors and Edward Peters, Witchcraft in Europe, 400–1700, 2nd edition, University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 2001 

Brian Levack, The Witchcraft Sourcebook, 2nd edition, Routledge, 2015 
 

General 

Richard Kieckhefer, Magic in the Middle Ages, Cambridge University Press, 2011 

Brian Levack, The Witchhunt in Early Modern Europe, 4th edition, Routledge, 2015 

Robin Briggs, Witches and Neighbours: The Social and Cultural Context of European Witchcraft, 2nd 

edition, John Wiley & Sons, 2002 

 
 

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. 

 
 


