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Season of the

Witch

Witches

As Hallowe’en approaches, Paul Chrystal reveals 
the unspeakable practices that were commonplace 

among the horrid hags of the Classical world
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In the ancient world witches 
were viewed as repellent crea-
tures. In mythology and litera-
ture, they were portrayed as 

magical, dangerous, scheming indi-
viduals who could be seductive but 
who could also plumb uncharted 
depths of obscene atrocity. These 
foul, repugnant hags scuttled around 
in the deepest pits of depravity, 
behaving in a totally immoral man-
ner. Such stereotypes shaped the 
witch throughout history and were 
taken up by Western artists. 

In an engraving (3), dated circa 
1500, by Albrecht Dürer (1471-
1528), a witch rides backwards on 
a goat (signifying the Devil and lust) 
accompanied by four putti. In a 
scene taken from an ancient Bacchic 
sarcophagus, Veneziano (circa 1490-
circa 1540) shows a witch astride a 
skeleton (4) in The Witches’ Rout 
(The Carcass) circa 1520. In They 
Spin Finely (Hilan Delgado) (5) 
from his Los Caprichos series of 
1799, Goya (1746-1828) depicts 
dead babies strung up by witches in 
a deeply ironic depiction of ‘spin-
ning’, which was a symbol of chas-
tity in the ancient world. In another 
witchcraft scene, once attributed to 
Goya (1), the bone of a skeleton is 
being used as a wand.

Yet, as a profession, witchcraft 
attracted quite a lot of practitioners. 
In Roman times witches fulfilled a 
real social and psychological need, 

responding to the citizens’ obsession 
with superstition. Inside the Villa 
Cicerone at Pompeii (2) is a mosaic 
in which a witch provides infernal 
advice to two eager customers. So 
although generally loathed, they 
were also valued and, occasionally, 
they were useful agents at the high-
est level of government. For exam-
ple, witches were complicit in the 
death of two possible contenders 
to the imperial throne, Germanicus 
(15 BC-AD 19) and Britannicus (AD 
41-AD 55), and in the fungal assas-
sination of the Emperor Claudius  
(r AD 41-54) by a friend of his wife, 
Locusta the Sorceress. 

So what were a witch’s qualifica-
tions? He or, more usually, she had 
to be nothing less than a world-
changer, skilful in nighting day and 
daying night, eclipsing the moon, 
drawing it down, rolling rocks and 
reversing rivers, communing with 
the dead through the mouth of a 
corpse. Witches also had to be pro-
ficient in dubious forms of phar-
macology, to practise cannibalism 
and serial child murder, to perform 
impromptu abortions and to have 
a working knowledge of all things 
eschatological. They went against 
the natural order – even defying 
the laws of gravity by flying, as 
in Jan de Bisschop’s Witch Riding 
through the Air on a Dragon 
(1628-1671) (6).

We meet our first witch in Book 10 

of the Odyssey when Odysseus 
encounters Circe, who changes his 
crew into pigs (and back again) with 
the wave of a magic crook, and with 
a spell and a potion. Odysseus him-
self is not enchanted because the god 
Mercury has given him molu (a kind 
of snowdrop with protective and 
mystical properties) and although he 
does not succumb to this porcine 
transformation, he falls for Circe’s 
abundant physical charms. And so 
the pair begin a torrid affair during 
which she reveals his future and 
arranges Odysseus’s appointment 
with the dead, not least with the 
prophet Teiresias, who rise up from 
the Underworld. Circe is a spell-
maker. She also uses potions and is 
the perfect example of the triadic 
association between drugs, spells 
and medicine, which prevailed 
throughout the ancient world. She 
can render herself invisible, fly 
through the air and has the power to 
emasculate her lovers, a fate that 
Odysseus manages to avoid.

Closely associated with witches, 
and just as malevolent, were the 
bogeywomen of childhood. In Laws 
(7.808d-e) Plato observed: ‘…of 
all wild things, the child is most 
unmanageable... the most unruly 
animal there is. That’s why he has to 
be curbed by a great many bridles.’ 

One of these ‘bridles’, endorsed by 
flustered wet nurses, was the intro-
duction of the bogeywoman into 

1. Witchcraft scene 
with three naked 
hags practising the 
black arts – one is 
casting a spell in a 
magic circle using a 
human bone, circa 
1780, inscribed ‘Goya’ 
but attributed to 
Luis Paret y Alcavar, 
pen and ink with 
watercolour.  
96cm x 120cm. 

2. Advice of the 
Sorceress, circa 
150–125 BC, by 
Dioskourides of 
Samos, from the 
so-called Villa of 
Cicero in Pompeii. 
The mosaic shows 
two women 
consulting a witch. 
As all three wear 
masks, this may 
be a scene from a 
theatrical production.  
Museo Archeologico 
Nazionale, Naples.
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children’s impressionable imagina-
tions. Bogeywomen often appeared 
as the ancient equivalent of big bad 
wolves, gobbling up naughty boys 
and girls. In ancient Greece the bogey-
woman took on the shape of Morm, 
a horrifying child-biting donkey with 
the legs of a woman. She is depicted 
either as a queen of the Lystraegones, 
a tribe of giant man-eating canni-
bals, or as a child-eating Corinthian. 
Mormo had lost her own children, 
and she vengefully murdered those 
of others. Another bogeywoman was 
Empusa, who appeared either as a 
cannibalistic cow, donkey or, rather 
confusingly, a beautiful woman.  
A third was Gello, an evil female 
spirit and a child-snatcher. 

The Roman equivalent of Mormo 
was Lamia, a sexy Libyan woman 
whose children, by Zeus, were mur-
dered by his jealous wife Hera. Like 
Mormo, Lamia was a cannibal who 
exacted revenge by stealing other 
women’s babies and eating them 
alive. In the late 2nd century AD 
Flavius Philostratus describes Lamia 
and Empusa as phasma (‘ghosts’ or 
‘nightmares’) in his Life of Apollonius 
of Tyana (4.25 ff). Lucretius was 
sufficiently concerned about such 

irrational fears and their effect on 
over-active imaginations that, in De 
Rerum Natura (3.978ff), he tries to 
explain them away.

Horace includes the fear of bad 
dreams, the terrors of magic, mira-
cles and nocturnal ghosts in his list 
of things that rational people should 
avoid. In Epodes 5 and 17, he 
describes Canidia and her cronies,  
a gruesome cabal of witches, who 
are intent on performing a live hep-
atectomy on a terrified little boy 
in order to concoct a love potion 
from his liver and marrow. Canidia, 
who has serpentine hair, brings eggs 
dipped in the blood of filthy frogs, 
and the teeth of a ravenous bitch 
dog. The cronies Sagana, Vera and 
Folia are painted  as equally odious 
and repellent. Sagana, whose hair 
stands on end like a sea urchin or a 
bristling boar, sprinkles water from 
Hell. Vera digs the boy’s grave in 
which he is to be buried up to his 
neck, tantalised by an endless suc-
cession of banquets until his eye-
balls melt, and Folia lusts after him 
like a man. The boy retaliates with 
the threat of a curse against them, 
deploying his own brand of black 
magic by swearing that he will 
haunt them as a Fury from Hell. 

Literally speaking, frogs’ blood 
and the use of a human liver are 
unique to Horace although, as they 
both feature in the Greek Magical 
Papyri (a collection of manuscripts 
from Graeco-Roman Egypt, con-
taining spells, magical formulae and 
rituals, dating  from the 2nd cen-
tury BC to the 5th century AD) their 
ubiquity in the Roman demi-monde 

is confirmed. Evidence for the kid-
napping of real children comes from 
an early 1st-century AD epitaph 
that describes how the three-year-
old child of Iucundus ‘was snatched 
by a witch’s hand’. The parents send 
a warning to others telling them to 
‘look after their children well’  lest 
they suffer a similar calamity.

Horace reprises the hags Canidia 
and Sagana in the Satires (1. 8) 
where Priapus, the phallus with a 
face and narrator of the piece, ridi-
cules them. He is erected in Rome 
as a wooden statue in a park on the 
Esquiline, which was once a pau-
pers’ cemetery infested by witches. 
They still frequent the area and 
Priapus describes them as ‘those 
who turn mankind’s minds with 
their spells and potions’ (1.8.19-
20). They are horrendae aspectu 
(‘horrible to look at’), as they per-
form a necromancy using the blood 
of a lamb that they have ripped 
to shreds. The repugnant scene is 
ended prematurely, however, when 
Priapus breaks wind, sending the 
two witches running, with hilari-
ous consequences: Canidia’s false 
teeth fall out, Sagana loses her wig, 
and they drop all their herbs and 
enchanted love-chains. 

But witchcraft was not all mur-
der and mayhem, it also involved 
dabbling in pseudo-medicine. In 
Petronius’s Satyricon (125-141), 
Circe’s servant Chrysis brings in 
Proselenus, an old woman with mag-
ical powers, to cure Encolpius of his 
impotence. His erectile dysfunction 
had presented when he was consort-
ing with Circe. Proselenus asks if he 
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3. A witch riding 
backwards on a goat, 
with four putti, two 
carrying an alchemist’s 
pot, a thorn apple 
plant, circa 1500, 
engraving, Dürer. 
11.6cm x 7.2cm. 
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was emasculated by witches (obvi-
ously not  uncommon), then subjects 
him to a bout of flagellation in the 
room of Oenothea, priestess of the 
ithyphallic god Priapus. Oenothea 
enters, is told by Proselenus that 
Encolpius is flaccid and she begins 
an elaborate magical process to 
make him ‘as rigid as horn’. She, 
too, displays distinctive, witch-like 
powers that confound and con-
trol nature: seas, rivers and winds 
obey her; tigers and snakes submit; 

she can draw down the moon and 
reverse the sun’s course. She is indeed  
callens artibus (‘cunning in such 
arts’). Oenothea tears open the 
breast of a sacred goose and uses its 
liver to foretell Encolpius’s future. 
After much farce, Oenothea pene-
trates Encolpius anally with a leather 
phallus dipped in oil, pepper and 
nettles, while Proselenus whips him 
with a bunch of nettles. Eventually,  
Encolpius is cured.

Lucan’s Erichtho (7), who fea-
tures in the Pharsalia, is the queen 
of witches, surpassing even Seneca’s 
Medea in her repulsiveness. Sextus 
Pompey wants to know the future 
but he eschews conventional forms 
of divination, electing instead to 
use ‘the mysteries of the furious 
enchantress’. Living in Thessaly 
he is in the realm of some of the 
world’s most dreadful witches and 
their herbae nocentes (‘pernicious 
herbs’). Lucan describes their noxia 
pocula (‘noxious potions’), their 
theft of hippomanes, a powerful 
aphrodisiac used to pervert the nat-
ural course of love, and their venena 
(‘poisons’). They can cause physical, 
astronomical and meteorological 
calamities. Lions, tigers and snakes 
are cowed by their power.

Wild Erichtho takes their evil 
excesses to new extremes. She com-
munes with the dead and is expert in 
all things eschatological. Where she 
goes contagion follows. She buries 
the living and re-animates the dead. 
She snatches burning babies from 
their pyres for occult research and 
experimentation, and she assaults 
the bodies of the dead, scooping out 

their eyeballs and gnawing at their 
nails. She tears flesh from crucified 
corpses, harvests the black con-
gealed gore suppurating from the 
limbs of the decaying. She steals the 
meat ripped from putrefying bod-
ies by wolves, and she is a serial 
murderess who performs crude 
Caesarean sections on pregnant 
women whenever a baby is required 
for the pyre. She rips the faces from 
young boys, and at funerals she 
opens the mouths of the dead with 
her teeth, bites their tongues and 
thereby communicates with Hell. 

Sextus Pompey seeks out 
Erichtho (Pharsalia 6.610ff) and, 
with the help of her squalid necro-
mancy, duly learns what fate awaits 
him at the battle of Pharsalia. In 
her horrific re-animation, Erichtho 
may have inspired Mary Shelley’s 
Frankenstein (8), some 1,750 years 
later. Mary would have been famil-
iar with the episode because her 
husband, the poet Shelley, was a 
great admirer of Lucan. Erichtho 
also adds a vile flavour to Dante’s 
Inferno and Goethe’s Faust. 

In Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1.2-
20), Apuleius introduces us to two 
witches: Meroe, an aging but viva-
cious innkeeper with magical pow-
ers, and her sister Panthia. When 
one of Meroe’s lovers is unfaith-
ful to her she turns him into a 
beaver because, when hunted, 
these animals were said to bite 
off their own genitals and leave 
them lying on the ground to act 
as a decoy, putting hunters off the  
scent. Self-castration is to be his fate. 
She also changes rival innkeepers 

4. The Witches’ 
Rout (The Carcass), 
circa 1520, Agostino 
Veneziano, engraving.  

5. They spin finely, 
1799, Goya, etching, 
aquatint, drypoint and 
burin. 21.4cm x 15.2cm.

6. A Witch Riding on 
a Dragon, 1643-1671, 
Jan de Bisschop, pen, 
ink and brown wash. 
16.3cm x 13.3cm.w
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into frogs, morphs prosecuting law-
yers into rams and condemns the 
wife of one of her lovers to endure 
perpetual pregnancy. What she does 
to take revenge on her lover Socrates 
and his friend Aristomenes is excep-
tionally gory and sadistic. 

In his 3rd-century AD Aethiopica, 
Heliodorus of Emesa describes 
necromancy practised by an old 
woman of Bessa. In the aftermath 
of a battle between the Persians and 
the Egyptians, Calasiris, a priest of 
Isis, and Charicleia, the heroine of 
the novel, come across a battlefield 
strewn with corpses. The only living 
soul is an elderly Egyptian woman 
mourning her dead son. She invites 
the couple to spend the night there. 

Charicleia and Calasiris then wit-
ness a shocking necromantic scene: 
the old woman digs a trench, lights  
two pyres on either side and places 
the body of her son between them. 
She pours libations into the trench 
and throws in a male effigy made of 
dough. Shaking and in a trance, the 
old woman gashes her arm with a 
sword and lets her blood drip into 
the trench while uttering wild and 
exotic prayers to the moon. After 
some more magic she chants into 
her dead son’s ear and makes him 
stand up; she then questions him 
about the fate of her other son, his 
brother. At first, the corpse says 
nothing but, because  his mother 
persists, he rebukes her for sinning 
against nature and breaking the law 
when she should have been busy 
organising his burial. He reveals 
not only that his brother is dead but 
that his mother will die violently 

because of her unlawful practice. 
Before collapsing again, the corpse 
reveals the awful truth that her nec-
romancy has been witnessed not 
only by a priest ‘beloved by the 
gods’, but also by a young girl who 
has dutifully travelled to the ends 
of the earth looking for her lover. 
A happy outcome is promised for 
Calasiris and Charicleia when the 
old mother, outraged by this intru-
sion, pursues them and is fatally 
impaled on a discarded spear. 

This gives you some idea of the 

disgusting practices and heinous 
crimes perpetrated by the horrid 
hags of the Classical world who 
have provided the template for 
witches through the ages and who 
make Macbeth’s three weird sisters 
(9) look tame by comparison. n

• Ancient Magic: Love Potions, 
Curses, Witches & Necromancy in 
the Ancient World by Paul Chrystal 
will be published by Monashee 
Mountain Publishing in 2016.

7.  A detail from 
Sextus Pompeius 
Consulting Erichtho 
before the Battle 
of Pharsalia by 
John Hamilton 
Mortimer (1740-
1779), oil on canvas. 
58.4cm x 46.4cm. 
Wiki Commons/ 
XanonymusX.

8. Frontispiece to 
Frankenstein by Mary 
Shelley, published in 
1831, engraving. 
9.9cm x 7.1cm.
© British Library.

9. The Three Weird 
Sisters from Macbeth, 
1785, John Raphael 
Smith, after Henry 
Fuseli, mezzotint. 
45.7cm x 55.8cm.

All images © The 
Trustees of the British 
Museum unless 
otherwise marked.
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