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Treatise on the Apparitions of Spirits and on Vampires




A note on this rendering

About this rendering. Calmet published this work first in 1746 and revised it twice; the 1751 edition used here is the last one he corrected himself. The only complete English version is Henry Christmas’s The Phantom World of 1850, which is faithful but written in dense Victorian prose with untranslated Latin left in the text. What follows is a fresh rendering in plain modern English, checked against the French. I have kept Calmet’s chapter divisions and his arguments intact, broken up his longest sentences, translated the Latin, and moved his scripture citations inline in brackets so the page reads without footnote-hopping. Where he is vague, I have left him vague rather than tidying him up.

Progress: Volume One complete — Preface, Author’s Plan, and all 52 chapters.






Preface

I am well aware how many authors have already written on the apparitions of angels, demons, and disembodied souls, and I do not flatter myself that I will do better than they did, or add anything to what they discovered. I know perfectly well that I am exposing myself to criticism, and probably to ridicule, from readers who consider the whole subject closed and discredited among philosophers, scholars, and a good many theologians. Nor can I count on the approval of ordinary people, who lack the discrimination to judge such a matter at all.

My aim is not to encourage superstition, or to feed the idle curiosity of visionaries and of those who believe without examination anything told to them, so long as it contains something marvellous or supernatural. I write only for reasonable and unprejudiced minds — people who examine things seriously and coolly, who assent even to a known truth only after due reflection, who know how to doubt what is uncertain, to suspend judgment on what is doubtful, and to deny what is plainly false.

As for the self-styled freethinkers, who reject everything in order to distinguish themselves and rise above the common crowd, I leave them where they are. They will think what they like of this book, and since it was not written for them, they presumably will not bother to read it.

I undertook it for my own information, to form a just idea of everything that is said about the apparitions of angels, of the devil, and of souls separated from the body. I wanted to see how far the matter was certain or uncertain, true or false, known or unknown, clear or obscure.

Out of the great number of cases I collected, I have tried to make a selection rather than pile them up indiscriminately, for fear that among too many examples the doubtful ones might damage the sound ones, and that in trying to prove too much I would prove nothing at all. Even among those I do cite, some will not easily be believed by many readers, and I give those readers full permission to treat them as though I had never mentioned them. I only ask that they discriminate fairly among these accounts, and then form their own opinion with me: affirm, deny, or remain in doubt.

Out of the respect every man owes to truth, and the reverence a Christian and a priest owes to religion, it seemed to me important either to undeceive people about apparitions, if they believe them all true, or to instruct them and show them how many are real, if they think them all false. It is always shameful to be taken in. In matters of religion it is worse than shameful to believe on flimsy grounds, to remain deliberately in doubt, or to keep oneself in superstition and illusion for no reason at all. It is already a great deal to know how to doubt wisely, and not to form a settled opinion beyond what one actually knows.

I never intended to treat the subject of apparitions in depth. I came to it more or less by accident. My first and principal object was to discuss the vampires of Hungary. While collecting materials on that subject I found so much about apparitions that the sheer quantity of it was cluttering the treatise on vampires. So I separated some of it out, and that is how this treatise on apparitions came to be written. A good deal more remains that I could have separated out as well, to the improvement of the arrangement.

Many people here have taken the secondary part for the main one, and have paid more attention to the first half than to the second, which was in fact the first and principal thing in my design. For I confess I have always been struck by what is reported of the vampires or revenants of Hungary, Moravia, and Poland, of the vroucolacas of Greece, and of the excommunicated who are said not to rot. I thought I ought to give the subject all the attention I could, and that it deserved a dissertation to itself.

After studying it deeply and gathering all the information I could, I found little solidity or certainty in it. That, combined with the advice of some prudent and respectable people I consulted, nearly persuaded me to abandon the plan altogether and give up working on a subject so contradictory and so full of uncertainty.

But looking at the matter from another angle, I picked up my pen again. I resolved either to undeceive the public, if what is said turned out to be entirely false — showing that the reports are unreliable and that one ought to be very cautious about pronouncing on these vampires, which have made such a noise in the world and still divide opinion even in the countries where they are said to appear — or else to show that what has been said and written is not without probability, and that the return of vampires deserves the attention of the curious and the learned, and ought to be studied seriously, with the reported facts examined and the causes, circumstances, and means investigated thoroughly.

I am going to examine the question, then, as a historian, a philosopher, and a theologian. As a historian I shall try to establish the truth of the facts; as a philosopher I shall examine the causes and circumstances; and finally theology will let me draw out the consequences for religion.

So I do not write in the hope of convincing freethinkers and sceptics, who will not allow the existence of ghosts or vampires or even the apparitions of angels, demons, and spirits. Nor do I write to frighten the weak and credulous with extraordinary tales. I do not count on curing the superstitious of their errors, or the people of their prejudices, or even on correcting the abuses that arise from this uninformed belief, or on clearing up every doubt about apparitions. Still less do I set myself up as judge and censor of other men’s work and opinions, or aim to make a name for myself, or to amuse myself by scattering dangerous doubts on a subject that touches religion, from which wrong conclusions might be drawn against the certainty of Scripture and the settled doctrines of our faith. I shall treat it as solidly and as gravely as it deserves, and I pray God to give me the understanding necessary to do it well.

I urge my reader to distinguish between the facts reported and the manner in which they happened. The fact may be certain and the mechanism unknown. Scripture records certain apparitions of angels and of disembodied souls; these instances are beyond doubt, being found in the holy books. But how God worked those resurrections, or why he permitted those apparitions, is hidden among his secrets. We may examine them, look into the circumstances, and offer conjectures about how it all came about. But it would be rash to decide a matter God has not seen fit to reveal. I say the same, in proportion, about the stories told by sensible, judicious, contemporary authors who simply relate the facts without examining the circumstances — of which, very likely, they were not well informed themselves.

It has already been objected that I cite poets and authors of little authority in support of something as grave and disputed as the apparition of spirits, and that such authorities are better calculated to cast doubt on apparitions than to establish them.

But I cite those authors as witnesses to what nations believed. And given the extreme license of opinion that prevails today, even among people who profess Christianity, I count it no small thing to be able to show that the ancient Greeks and Romans thought souls were immortal, that they survived the death of the body, and that there is another life in which they receive the reward of their good actions or the punishment of their crimes.

The same sentiments we read in the poets are repeated in the Fathers of the Church and in pagan and Christian historians. But since those writers did not pretend to endorse what they repeated, no more should it be imputed to me that I am endorsing it. I mean things such as what I have reported about the manes and the lares; the calling up of souls after death; the eagerness of those souls to drink the blood of sacrificed animals; the shape of the soul once separated from the body; the restlessness of souls that have no peace until their bodies are buried; those superstitious wax figures consecrated in the name of particular people, whom magicians claimed to kill by burning or stabbing the effigy; the transporting of wizards and witches through the air, and their assemblies at the Sabbath. All of this is found in the philosophers and pagan historians as much as in the poets.

I know what each is worth, and I value them accordingly. But I think that in handling this subject it is important to lay out for the reader the ancient superstitions, the common opinions, and the prejudices of nations, so as to be able to refute them and bring the figures back to the truths behind them, stripping away what poetry added for ornament and for the reader’s amusement.

In any case I generally bring such things in only where they bear on facts attested by historians and other serious and rational authors, and often more as an ornament of the discourse, or to enliven the material, than to draw firm proofs from them.

I know how little weight to give Lucian on this subject; he only discusses it to make fun of it. Philostratus, Iamblichus, and some others deserve no more consideration, and I quote them only to refute them, or to show how far idle and ridiculous credulity has been carried in matters that even the more sensible pagans laughed at.

The conclusions I draw from these stories and poetical fictions, and the way I speak of them in the course of this dissertation, are enough to show that I give as true and certain only what actually is so, and that I have no wish to impose on my reader by relating many things I myself regard as false, or doubtful, or frankly fabulous. But none of that should count against the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, or of another life, or against the truth of certain apparitions recorded in Scripture or well attested elsewhere.

The first edition of this work was printed while I was away, from a faulty copy, so several misprints crept in, and even some awkward and broken phrasing. I tried to remedy this in a second edition, to throw light on the passages that were pointed out to me as needing explanation, to correct what might offend scrupulous readers, and to prevent bad conclusions being drawn from what I had said. In this third edition I have gone further. I have cut several passages and suppressed others; I have taken the advice given me, and I have answered the objections raised.

People have complained that I take no side, and that I fail to decide several of the difficulties I raise, leaving the reader in uncertainty.

I do not defend myself very hard against that charge. I should need more excuse if I decided one way without a full knowledge of the causes, at the risk of embracing an error and falling into something worse. There is wisdom in suspending judgment until one has actually found the truth.

I am also told that certain people have made a joke of some of the facts I report. If I reported them as certain and they are fair game, then let the verdict stand. But if I cited them as fabulous and false, they offer no occasion for a joke: there is nothing witty in the false. There are people who delight in making light of the most serious things and who spare nothing, sacred or profane. The histories of the Old and New Testament, the most sacred ceremonies of our religion, the lives of the most respectable saints, are not safe from their dull, tasteless humour.

I have been reproached with relating several false histories, several doubtful facts, and several fabulous events. That is true, but I give them for what they are. I have said repeatedly that I do not vouch for them, that I repeat them to show how false and ridiculous they are and to strip them of the credit they may have with ordinary people. And if I have not gone into a full refutation, it is because I thought I would leave my reader the pleasure of refuting them, supposing him to have enough good sense and self-reliance to form his own judgment and to feel the same contempt for such stories that I feel myself. It does certain things too much honour to refute them seriously.

A more serious objection is said to be this: that what I say about the illusions of the devil might lead some people to doubt the truth of the apparitions recorded in Scripture along with the ones suspected of falsehood.

My answer is that conclusions drawn from principles hold only where the cases are equal, and the subjects and circumstances the same; otherwise the principle does not apply. The facts my reasoning applies to are reported by authors of small authority, by ordinary run-of-the-mill historians, with nothing about them that compels belief in anything superhuman. Without attacking their persons or their merits, I can say that they may have been badly informed, or biased, or mistaken; that the spirit of deception may have had a hand in it; and that the senses, the imagination, and superstition may have made them take for truth what was only appearance.

The apparitions recorded in Holy Scripture are another matter. They borrow their infallible authority from the sacred and inspired authors who wrote them down. They are verified by the events that followed them, by the fulfilment of predictions made ages beforehand, which could neither be contrived nor foreseen nor carried out by the human mind, nor by human strength, nor even by the angel of darkness.

I am little concerned about what people think of me and of my motives in publishing this treatise. Some have supposed I did it to destroy the popular idea of apparitions and to make it look ridiculous. And I admit that anyone who reads this work attentively and without prejudice will find in it more reasons for doubting what people commonly believe on this point than reasons in favour of the opposite. If I have treated the subject seriously, it is only in what concerns those facts in which religion and the truth of Scripture are at stake. The indifferent ones I have left to the judgment of sensible people and to the criticism of the learned and the philosophical.

I declare that I hold as true all the apparitions related in the sacred books of the Old and New Testament — without claiming, however, that it is forbidden to explain them and reduce them to a natural and likely sense by cutting away what is excessively marvellous about them and might repel enlightened readers. On that point I think I may apply St Paul’s principle [2 Cor. 3:6]: the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.

As for the other apparitions and visions related in Christian, Jewish, or pagan authors, I do my best to discriminate among them, and I urge my readers to do the same. But I blame and disapprove of the outrageous criticism of those who deny everything and make difficulties about everything, in order to distinguish themselves by their supposed strength of mind and to license themselves to deny everything and dispute the most certain facts — in general, everything that smacks of the marvellous or appears to go beyond the ordinary laws of nature. St Paul allows us to examine and test everything: test all things. But he also wants us to hold fast to what is good and true: hold fast to what is good [1 Thess. 5:21].






Author’s Plan

Everyone talks about apparitions of angels and demons and of souls separated from the body. Many people regard the reality of these apparitions as certain; others laugh at them and treat them as entirely imaginary.

I have decided to examine the matter, simply to see what certainty is available. I shall divide this dissertation into four parts. In the first I shall speak of good angels; in the second, of the appearance of bad angels; in the third, of the apparitions of the souls of the dead; and in the fourth, of the appearance of living men to other living men who are absent and far away, and without the knowledge of the person who appears. Along the way I shall add something on magic, wizards, and witches; on the Sabbath, on oracles, and on obsession and possession by demons.






Chapter I. Apparitions of good angels, from the Old Testament

The Old Testament mentions the appearances of good angels constantly.

The figure stationed at the entrance to Eden was a cherub armed with a flaming sword [Gen. 3:24]. Those who appeared to Abraham and promised he would have a son [Gen. 18:1-3]; those who appeared to Lot and foretold the ruin of Sodom and the other guilty cities [Gen. 19]; the one who spoke to Hagar in the desert and told her to go back to Abraham’s household and submit to Sarah [Gen. 21:17]; those Jacob saw going up and down the mysterious ladder on his journey into Mesopotamia [Gen. 28:12]; the one who taught him how to make his sheep bring forth young of a particular marking [Gen. 31:10-11]; the one who wrestled with him on his return [Gen. 32] — all of these were angels of light, and benevolent.

So was the one who spoke to Moses out of the burning bush on Horeb [Exod. 3:6-7] and gave him the tablets of the law on Sinai. So was that Angel who generally takes the name of God and acts in his name and with his authority [Exod. 3-4], who guided the Hebrews through the desert, hidden by day in a dark cloud and shining by night. So was the one who spoke to Balaam and threatened to kill his donkey [Num. 22-23], and the one who disputed with Satan over the body of Moses [Jude 9].

We should think the same of the armed figure who presented himself to Joshua on the plain of Jericho and declared himself commander of the army of the Lord [Josh. 5:13] — with good reason believed to be the angel Michael. And of the one who showed himself to the wife of Manoah, Samson’s father, and afterwards to Manoah himself [Judg. 13]. And of the one who told Gideon he would deliver Israel from the Midianites [Judg. 6-7]. And of the angel Gabriel, who appeared to Daniel at Babylon [Dan. 8:16, 9:21], and Raphael, who took the young Tobias to Rages in Media [Tobit 5].

The prophecy of Zechariah is full of visions of angels [Zech. 5:9-11]. In the Old Testament the throne of the Lord is described as resting on cherubim, and the God of Israel is represented as having before his throne seven principal angels always ready to carry out his orders, and four cherubim singing his praises and adoring his sovereign holiness [Ps. 17:10; 79:2] — the whole thing making a kind of allusion to the court of the ancient Persian kings, where there were seven principal officers who saw the king’s face, had access to his person, and were called the eyes and ears of the king [Tobit 12; Zech. 4:10; Rev. 1:4].






Chapter II. Apparitions of good angels, from the New Testament

The New Testament is equally full of facts proving that good angels appear.

The angel Gabriel appeared to Zechariah, father of John the Baptist, and foretold the birth of the Forerunner [Luke 1:10-12]. The Jews who saw Zechariah come out of the temple after staying inside longer than usual, and noticed he had been struck dumb, had no doubt he had seen an angel. The same Gabriel announced to Mary the coming birth of the Messiah [Luke 1:26-27].

When Jesus was born at Bethlehem, the angel of the Lord appeared to the shepherds by night and told them the Saviour of the world had been born there [Luke 2:9-10]. There is every reason to think that the star which appeared to the Magi in the east, and led them first to Jerusalem and then to Bethlehem, was directed by a good angel. Joseph was warned by a heavenly spirit to withdraw into Egypt with the mother and the child, so that Jesus would not fall into Herod’s hands and be caught up in the massacre of the innocents; and the same angel told him of Herod’s death and sent him back to the land of Israel [Matt. 2:13-14, 20].

After the temptation in the wilderness, angels came and brought Jesus food [Matt. 4:11]. The tempter told him that God had commanded his angels to guide him and keep him from striking his foot against a stone [Matt. 4:6] — a quotation from the Psalms, and proof of what the Jews believed about guardian angels. The Saviour confirms the same truth when he says that the angels of children continually behold the face of the heavenly Father [Matt. 18:10]. At the last judgment the good angels will separate out the just and lead them into the kingdom of heaven, while they cast the wicked into eternal fire [Matt. 13].

During the agony in the garden of Olives, an angel came down from heaven to comfort him [Luke 22:43]. After the resurrection, angels appeared to the holy women who had come to the tomb to anoint him [Matt. 28]. In the Acts of the Apostles they appear to the apostles as soon as Jesus has ascended, and the angel of the Lord comes and opens the prison doors and sets the apostles free [Acts 5:19].

In the same book, Stephen tells us that the law was given to Moses through the ministry of angels [Acts 7:30, 35] — so those were angels who appeared on Sinai and Horeb and spoke to him in God’s name, as ambassadors invested with his authority. Moses himself, speaking of the angel of the Lord who was to bring Israel into the promised land, says that “the name of God is in him” [Exod. 23:21].

Peter, in prison, is freed by an angel who leads him the length of a street and then disappears [Acts 12:8-9]. When Peter knocks at the door of the house where his brethren are, they cannot believe it is him; they assume it is his angel knocking and speaking.

Paul, trained in the school of the Pharisees, thought as they did about angels; he believed in their existence, against the Sadducees, and assumed they could appear. When he had been arrested by the Romans and told the people how he had been struck down at Damascus, the Pharisees present answered those who were shouting against him: “How do we know that an angel or a spirit has not spoken to him?” [Acts 23:9]. And Luke says that a Macedonian — apparently the angel of Macedonia — appeared to Paul and begged him to come and preach the Gospel there [Acts 16:9].

John, in the Apocalypse, speaks of the seven angels presiding over the churches of Asia. I know these seven angels are the bishops of those churches, but ecclesiastical tradition holds that every church has its guardian angel. The same book relates various appearances of angels. All Christian antiquity has acknowledged them, and so has the synagogue, so that one may say nothing is more certain than the existence of good angels and their apparitions.

I count as apparitions not only those of good or bad angels and of the spirits of the dead who show themselves to the living, but also those of the living who show themselves to angels or to the souls of the dead — whether these are seen in dreams, or during sleep, or waking; whether they manifest themselves to everyone present or only to the people God judges it right to show them to.

For instance, in the Apocalypse [Rev. 4:4, 10] John saw the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders, dressed in white and wearing gold crowns, seated on thrones around the throne of the Almighty, who prostrated themselves before the throne of the Eternal and cast their crowns at his feet.

And elsewhere [Rev. 7:1-3, 9]: “I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the world, holding back the four winds and stopping them from blowing on the earth. Then I saw another angel rising in the east, who called out to the four angels who had orders to harm the earth: do no harm to the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have marked the foreheads of the servants of God. And I heard that the number of those who received this mark was a hundred and forty-four thousand. Afterwards I saw a countless multitude of every nation, tribe, people, and language, standing before the throne of the Most High, dressed in white, with palms in their hands.”

And in the same book [Rev. 7:13-14], after describing the majesty of God’s throne and the worship offered him by the angels and saints prostrate before him, one of the elders says to John: “Those you see in white robes are the ones who have endured great trials and afflictions and have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb; which is why they stand before the throne of God, and will do so night and day in his temple; and He who sits on the throne will reign over them, and the angel in the midst of the throne will lead them to the fountains of living water.”

And again [Rev. 6:9-10]: “I saw beneath the altar of God the souls of those who had been put to death for defending the Word of God and for the testimony they gave; and they cried out with a loud voice, saying, How long, O Lord, before you avenge our blood on those who are on the earth?”

All these apparitions, and others like them that could be drawn from the holy books and from reliable histories, are true apparitions — even though neither the angels nor the martyrs of the Apocalypse came and presented themselves to John. On the contrary, the apostle was carried up in spirit to heaven to see there what we have just described. These are apparitions that may be called passive on the part of the angels and martyrs, and active on the part of the apostle who saw them.






Chapter III. In what form have good angels appeared?

The usual form in which good angels appear, in both Testaments, is human. That is how they showed themselves to Abraham, Lot, Jacob, Moses, Joshua, Manoah, David, Tobit, and the prophets; and in the New Testament to the Virgin, to Zechariah, to Jesus after his forty-day fast, and to him again in his agony in the garden, and to the holy women after the resurrection. The one who appeared to Joshua on the plain of Jericho apparently appeared as a warrior, since Joshua asks him: “Are you for us, or for our enemies?” [Josh. 5].

Sometimes they hide themselves under a form that only resembles the human — like the one who appeared to Moses in the burning bush [Exod. 3], and who led the Israelites through the desert as a cloud, thick and dark by day and luminous at night [Exod. 13-14]. The Psalmist tells us that God makes his angels serve as a piercing wind and a burning fire to carry out his orders [Ps. 104:4].

The cherubim so often mentioned in Scripture, described as forming a throne for the majesty of God, were symbolic figures, something like the Egyptian sphinx. The ones described in Ezekiel [Ezek. 1:4-6] are like animals composed out of the shape of a man, with the wings of an eagle and the feet of an ox; their heads combined the face of a man, an ox, a lion, and an eagle; two of their wings were spread towards their fellows and two covered their bodies. They shone like burning coals, like lit lamps, like a fiery sky throwing out lightning. They were terrifying to look at.

The one who appeared to Daniel [Dan. 10:5] was different again: in the shape of a man, dressed in linen, with a belt of very fine gold about his waist; his body shining like chrysolite, his face like a flash of lightning, his eyes throwing out fire like a lamp, his arms and the lower part of his body like brass melted in a furnace, his voice as loud as a crowd of people.

John, in the Apocalypse [Rev. 4:7-8], saw around the throne of the Most High four living creatures, doubtless four angels, covered with eyes in front and behind. The first was like a lion, the second like an ox, the third had the form of a man, and the fourth was like an eagle with outspread wings. Each had six wings, and they never stopped crying out night and day: “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.”

The angel placed at the entrance to Eden was armed with a shining sword [Gen. 3:24], and so was the one who appeared to Balaam and came near to killing both him and his donkey [Num. 22:22-23]; and so, apparently, was the one who showed himself to Joshua at Jericho, and the angel who appeared to David ready to strike all Israel [1 Chr. 21:16]. The angel Raphael guided the young Tobias to Rages in the human form of a fellow traveller [Tobit 5:5]. The angel seen by the holy women at the Saviour’s tomb, who rolled back the great stone that blocked the entrance and sat on it, had a face that shone like lightning and clothes as white as snow [Matt. 28:3].

In the Acts of the Apostles the angel who got them out of prison and told them to go and preach Christ boldly in the temple also appeared in human form. The way he freed them is entirely miraculous: when the chief priests ordered them to be brought in, the men sent found the prison securely shut and the guards wide awake — but when the doors were opened, the cell was empty. How could an angel get men out of prison without opening anything or breaking anything, and without either guards or jailer noticing?

The thing is beyond any known power of nature. But it is no more impossible than seeing our Saviour after his resurrection, clothed in flesh and bone as he says himself, come out of his tomb without opening it and without breaking the seals; enter the room where the apostles were without opening the doors; speak with the disciples on the road to Emmaus without making himself known to them; and then, once he had opened their eyes, vanish and become invisible. During the forty days he remained on earth until his ascension, he ate and drank with them, spoke to them, appeared to them — but he showed himself only to those witnesses chosen beforehand by the eternal Father to testify to his resurrection.

The angel who appeared to the centurion Cornelius, a pagan but a God-fearing one, answered his questions and revealed unknown things to him, which then came to pass.

Sometimes angels give proof of their presence without taking any visible shape at all: by intelligible voices, by inspirations, by physical effects, by dreams, or by revealing things unknown, future or past. Sometimes by striking people with blindness, or by infusing confusion or stupidity into the minds of those God means to feel his anger. For instance, Scripture says the Israelites heard no distinct speech and saw no shape on Horeb when God spoke to Moses and gave him the Law [Deut. 4:15].

The angel who might have killed Balaam’s donkey was not visible to the prophet at first [Num. 22]. Daniel alone saw the angel Gabriel who revealed to him the mystery of the great empires that were to follow one another [Dan. 10:7-8].

When the Lord first spoke to Samuel and foretold the disasters he would bring on the family of the high priest Eli, the young prophet saw no visible shape. He only heard a voice, which at first he mistook for the voice of Eli, not being used yet to telling the voice of God from the voice of a man.

The angels who led Lot and his family out of Sodom and Gomorrah were at first seen by the townspeople in human form; but afterwards those same angels struck the men with blindness so that they could not find the door of Lot’s house, which they were about to break down.

So angels do not always appear in a visible or perceptible form, nor always in the same shape; they give proof of their presence in an endless variety of ways — by inspirations, by voices, by prodigies, by miraculous effects, by predictions of the future, and by other things hidden and impenetrable to the human mind.

Cyprian tells of an African bishop who fell ill during the persecution and urgently asked for the viaticum. At the same moment he saw what looked like a young man with a majestic bearing, shining with such extraordinary brightness that mortal eyes could not have looked at him without terror — yet the bishop was not frightened. The angel said to him, angrily and in a threatening tone: “You are afraid to suffer. You do not want to leave this world. What would you have me do for you?” The good bishop understood that these words applied both to himself and to the other Christians who feared persecution and death. He spoke to them, encouraged them, and urged them to arm themselves with patience for the tortures they were threatened with. Then he received communion and died in peace.

In various histories we shall find an endless number of other apparitions of angels in human form.






Chapter IV. What the Jews, Christians, Muslims, and eastern nations believe about apparitions of good angels

After what we have just gathered from the Old and New Testaments, it cannot be denied that the Jews generally, and the apostles, and Christians and their disciples, have commonly believed in the apparitions of good angels. The Sadducees, who denied the existence and appearance of angels, were commonly regarded by the Jews as heretics holding an erroneous doctrine, and Christ refutes them in the Gospel. The Jews of our own day believe literally what the Old Testament says about the angels who appeared to Abraham, Lot, and the other patriarchs. It was the belief of the Pharisees and of the apostles in the time of our Saviour, as the writings of the apostles and the whole of the Gospel show.

Muslims believe, like Jews and Christians, that good angels sometimes appear to men in human form; that they appeared to Abraham and Lot; that they punished the people of Sodom; that the archangel Gabriel appeared to Muhammad and revealed to him everything set down in the Koran. They hold that the jinn are of a middle nature between man and angel: that they eat, drink, and have children; that they die; and that they can foresee things to come. From that principle they believe there are male and female spirits — that the males, whom the Persians call Dives, are bad, hideous, and mischievous, and make war on the Peris, who are female. The rabbis will have it that these spirits were born of Adam alone, without any part played by Eve or any other woman, and that they are what we call will-o’-the-wisps.

The antiquity of these opinions about angels having bodies shows up in several older writers who, misled by the apocryphal book that goes under the name of the Book of Enoch, took the passage in Genesis to be about angels: “the sons of God, seeing that the daughters of men were beautiful, fell in love with them, married them, and fathered giants on them” [Gen. 6:2]. Several of the ancient Fathers adopted this view. Everyone has now given it up, except for a few recent writers who want to revive the idea that angels, demons, and souls have bodies — an idea absolutely incompatible with the position of the Catholic Church, which holds that angels are of a nature entirely distinct from matter.

I admit that on their system the business of apparitions would be easier to explain. It is easier to conceive of a corporeal substance appearing and making itself visible to our eyes than of a purely spiritual one. But this is not the place to reason out a philosophical question on which different hypotheses might freely be built, and then to choose whichever explains these appearances most plausibly, even if it answered the question and the objections most satisfactorily.

The question is settled and the matter decided. The Church and the Catholic schools hold that angels, demons, and rational souls are free of all matter; the same Church and the same schools hold it certain that good and bad angels, and souls separated from the body, do sometimes appear by the will and with the permission of God. There we must stop. As for how to explain these apparitions, we must do it without losing sight of the certain principle that these substances are immaterial, explaining them by analogy with the Christian and Catholic faith, acknowledging honestly that there are depths here we cannot sound, and keeping our minds within the limits of the obedience we owe to the authority of the Church, which can neither err nor deceive us.

Apparitions of good angels, and of guardian angels, are mentioned often in both Testaments. When Peter had left prison with an angel’s help and knocked at the door where the brethren were, they thought it was his angel knocking and not the man himself [Acts 12:15]. When the centurion Cornelius was praying to God in his own house, an angel — apparently his guardian angel — appeared to him and told him to send for Peter, who was then at Joppa [Acts 10:2-3].

Paul asks that no woman appear at church unveiled, because of the angels [1 Cor. 11:10] — doubtless out of respect for the good angels presiding over these assemblies. The same Paul reassures those with him in danger of what looked like certain shipwreck by telling them his angel had appeared to him and promised they would reach the end of the voyage safely [Acts 27:21-22].

In the Old Testament we likewise read of several angelic appearances that are hard to explain except as guardian angels: the one who appeared to Hagar in the wilderness and told her to go back and submit to Sarah [Gen. 16:9]; the angel who appeared to Abraham as he was about to sacrifice Isaac and told him God was satisfied with his obedience [Gen. 22:11]; and when the same Abraham sent his servant Eleazar into Mesopotamia to find a wife for Isaac, he told him that the God of heaven, who had promised him the land of Canaan, would send his angel to arrange everything as he wished [Gen. 24:7]. More examples could be multiplied, but the point does not need further proof.

Under the new dispensation, apparitions of good angels and guardian spirits are no less frequent in perfectly reliable accounts; there are few saints to whom God has not granted such favours. We may cite in particular St Frances, a Roman lady of the sixteenth century, who saw her guardian angel, and he talked to her, instructed her, and corrected her.






Chapter V. What the Greeks and Romans thought about apparitions of good spirits

Iamblichus, a disciple of Porphyry, treated the subject of spirits and their apparitions more thoroughly than any other author of antiquity. To hear him talk, you would think he knew the spirits and their qualities personally, and was in constant intimate conversation with them.

He asserts that our eyes are delighted by the appearance of the gods; that the apparitions of archangels are terrible; that angels are gentler; but that when demons and heroes appear they inspire terror. The archons who govern this world produce grief and fear at once. The appearance of souls is not quite as disagreeable as that of heroes. In the appearance of the gods there is order and mildness; in that of demons, confusion and disorder; in that of the archons, tumult.

When the gods show themselves, it seems as though the heavens, the sun and moon are about to be annihilated; you would think the earth could not bear their presence. At the appearance of an archangel there is an earthquake all over the world, preceded by a stronger light than accompanies the appearance of angels; at the appearance of a demon the light is weaker, and weaker still when it is a hero.

The apparitions of the gods are very luminous, those of angels and archangels less so; those of demons are dark, though less dark than those of heroes. The archons who preside over the brightest things in this world are luminous, but those concerned only with matter are dark. When souls appear, they look like a shadow.

He goes on describing these apparitions and gets into tiresome detail; to hear him you would suppose there was a thoroughly intimate and habitual connection between himself and the gods, angels, demons, and disembodied souls. But it is all the work of his imagination. He knew no more than anyone else about a matter beyond the reach of human understanding. He had never seen an apparition of a god or a hero or an archon — unless we allow that there are real demons which sometimes appear to men. But to sort them out from one another as Iamblichus claims to do is pure illusion.

The Greeks and Romans, like the Hebrews and Christians, recognized two kinds of spirits, some good and beneficent, the others bad and productive of evil. The ancients even believed that each of us receives at birth a good and an evil spirit: the first bringing us happiness and prosperity, the second involving us in disastrous ventures, filling us with unruly desires, and throwing us into the worst misfortunes. They assigned spirits not only to every person, but to every house, every city, and every province.

These spirits were considered good, beneficent, and worthy of worship from those who invoked them. They were represented sometimes as a serpent, sometimes as a child or a youth. Flowers, incense, cakes, and wine were offered to them. Men swore by the names of these spirits. Tertullian says it was a great crime to swear falsely by the emperor’s guardian spirit: among you a man will perjure himself by all the gods sooner than by the single Genius of Caesar.

We often see on coins the inscription GENIO POPVLI ROMANI, “to the Genius of the Roman People.” When the Romans landed in a country they never failed to salute and worship its spirit and offer it sacrifices. In short there was no kingdom, no province, no town, no house, no door, no building public or private without its guardian spirit.

Homer, the oldest of Greek writers and the most celebrated theologian of paganism, relates several appearances of gods and heroes and also of the dead. In the Odyssey he shows Ulysses going to consult the seer Tiresias; and the seer having prepared a trench full of blood to call up the dead, Ulysses draws his sword to keep them from drinking it — the blood they thirst for, but which they were not allowed to taste until they had answered the questions put to them. They also believed that the souls of the dead could not rest, and wandered about their bodies as long as the corpse remained unburied.

Even after burial, food was offered to the dead — honey above everything, as though they left the tomb to come and taste what was set out for them. People were persuaded that demons loved the smoke of sacrifices, music, the blood of victims, and the company of women; and that they attached themselves for a time to particular places and buildings, which they haunted. They believed that souls, once separated from the gross earthly body, kept after death a subtler and more elastic one having the shape of the body they had left; that these bodies were luminous like the stars; that they retained an inclination for the things they had loved in life; and that they often appeared gliding about their tombs.

To bring all this back to our subject — the appearance of good angels — we may note this. Just as we attach to the apparitions of good angels the idea of guardian spirits of kingdoms, provinces, and nations, and of each of us individually (the prince of the kingdom of Persia, or the angel of that nation, who resisted the archangel Gabriel for twenty-one days [Dan. 10:13]; the angel of Macedonia who appeared to Paul [Acts 16:9]; the archangel Michael, regarded as the chief of the people of God and the armies of Israel; and the guardian angels appointed by God to guide and guard us all our lives) — so we may say that the Greeks and Romans, being pagans, believed that certain sorts of spirits, which they supposed good and beneficent, protected their kingdoms, provinces, towns, and private houses.

They paid these a superstitious and idolatrous worship, as household divinities; they invoked them, and offered them a kind of sacrifice, along with incense, cakes, honey, and wine — but not blood sacrifices.

The Platonists taught that carnal and self-indulgent men could not see their guardian spirit, because their minds were not pure enough or sufficiently disengaged from sensual things; but that men who were wise, moderate, and temperate, and who applied themselves to serious and lofty subjects, could see them — Socrates, for instance, who had his familiar spirit, consulted him, listened to his advice, and beheld him, at least with the eyes of the mind.

If the oracles of Greece and elsewhere are to be counted among the apparitions of bad spirits, we may also recall the good spirits who have announced things to come and assisted prophets and inspired persons in both Testaments. The angel Gabriel was sent to Daniel to instruct him about the vision of the four great monarchies and the fulfilment of the seventy weeks that were to end the captivity [Dan. 8:16, 9:21]. The prophet Zechariah says explicitly that the angel who appeared to me revealed what he was to say, and he repeats it in five or six places. John in the Apocalypse says the same, that God had sent his angel to inspire what he was to say to the churches [Rev. 1:1]; and elsewhere he again mentions the angel who talked with him and took the measurements of the heavenly Jerusalem in his presence [Rev. 10-11]. And Paul, in the letter to the Hebrews: “if what was spoken by angels may be taken as certain” [Heb. 2:2].

From everything we have said it follows that the apparitions of good angels are not only possible but entirely real; that they have often appeared, and in various forms; that Hebrews, Christians, Muslims, Greeks, and Romans have all believed in them; and that when they have not appeared perceptibly, they have given proof of their presence in several other ways. We shall examine elsewhere how the manner of these apparitions can be explained, whether of good or bad angels or of souls separated from the body.






Chapter VI. The apparition of bad angels, proved from Scripture, and the forms they have taken

The Old and New Testaments, together with sacred and secular history, are full of accounts of bad spirits appearing.

The first, most famous, and most disastrous appearance of Satan is his appearance to Eve, the first woman, in the form of a serpent [Gen. 3], which served as the instrument of that seducing spirit to deceive her and lead her into sin. Ever since, he has preferred that form to any other; so Scripture often calls him the old serpent [Rev. 12:9], and says that the infernal dragon fought against the woman who represented the Church, and that the archangel Michael defeated him and threw him down from heaven.

He has often appeared to the servants of God as a dragon, and has had himself worshipped in that form by unbelievers in a great many places. At Babylon, for instance, they worshipped a living dragon, which Daniel killed by making it swallow a ball made of deadly ingredients [Bel and the Dragon]. The serpent was sacred to Apollo, god of medicine and of oracles, and the pagans had a form of divination by serpents which they called ophiomancy.

The Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans worshipped serpents and regarded them as divine. They brought the serpent of Epidaurus to Rome and paid it divine honours. The Egyptians treated vipers as divinities. The Israelites worshipped the bronze serpent that Moses raised in the desert [Num. 21], which was later broken up by the holy king Hezekiah [2 Kings 18:4].

Augustine tells us the Manichaeans regarded the serpent as the Christ, and said the animal had opened the eyes of Adam and Eve by the advice it gave them. We nearly always find the serpent in the magical figures Abraxas and Abracadabra, held in veneration among the Basilidian heretics, who like the Manichaeans acknowledged two principles in all things, one good and one bad. In Hebrew, Abraxas signifies the bad principle, or the father of evil: ab-ra-achad-ab-ra, the father of evil, the sole father of evil, the one bad principle.

Augustine remarks that no animal has been more subject to the effects of enchantment and magic than the serpent — as though in punishment for having deceived the first woman.

Still, when the devil sets out to tempt men he has usually taken human form. That is how he appeared to Jesus in the desert [Matt. 4], telling him to turn the stones into bread to satisfy his hunger, carrying him to the highest point of the temple, and showing him all the kingdoms of the world and offering him the enjoyment of them.

The angel who wrestled with Jacob at Peniel on his return from Mesopotamia [Gen. 32:24-25] was a bad angel, according to some ancient writers; others, including Sulpicius Severus and some rabbis, have thought it was the angel of Esau, come to fight Jacob. But most believe it was a good angel — and would Jacob have asked him for a blessing if he had thought otherwise? However that case is decided, there is no doubt that the devil has appeared in human form.

Several stories, both ancient and modern, tell us that he has appeared to those he wished to seduce, or who were unhappy enough to call on his help or make a pact with him, in the shape of a man taller than usual, dressed in black, with a rough and ungracious manner, making a thousand fine promises to those he appeared to — promises always deceitful and never actually kept. I can well believe that what they saw existed only in their own confused and disordered minds.

At Molsheim, in the chapel of St Ignatius in the Jesuit church, there is a well-known inscription recording the story of a young German gentleman named Michael Louis, of the house of Boubenhoren. Sent by his parents when very young to the court of the Duke of Lorraine to learn French, he lost all his money at cards. In despair he resolved to give himself to the devil, if that spirit would or could give him some good money — for he suspected he would be fobbed off with counterfeit.

While he was turning this over, he suddenly saw before him a youth of his own age, well made and well dressed, who asked what was troubling him, handed him a fistful of money, and told him to see whether it was good. He asked him to meet him in the same place the next day.

Michael went back to his companions, who were still playing, and not only won back everything he had lost but won all their money too. Then he went to find his demon, who asked as his fee three drops of the young man’s blood, which he caught in an acorn cup. Then, handing Michael a pen, he told him to write what he dictated. He dictated some unknown words and had him write them on two separate slips of paper — one of which the demon kept, while the other was inserted into Michael’s arm, at the spot the blood had been drawn from. And the demon told him: “I bind myself to serve you for seven years, after which you will belong entirely to me.”

The young man agreed, though with a feeling of horror. The demon never failed to appear to him day and night in various shapes, and taught him a great many curious and unknown things, all of which tended towards evil.

The fatal end of the seven years was approaching, and the young man was then about twenty. He returned to his father’s house, where the demon he had given himself to put into his head the idea of poisoning his father and mother, setting fire to the house, and then killing himself. He attempted all of it, but God did not permit him to succeed. The gun he meant to shoot himself with misfired twice, and the poison had no effect on his parents.

Growing more and more distressed, he revealed the state he was in to some of his father’s servants and begged them to get him help. At the same moment the demon seized him and bent his body backwards until he came near to breaking his bones. His mother, who had adopted the heresy of Schwenckfeld and had brought her son into it too, could find no help against the demon that possessed or besieged him within her own sect, and was obliged to put him into the hands of some monks. But he soon slipped away from them and withdrew to Islade, from where his brother, a canon of Würzburg, brought him back to Molsheim and put him once more into the hands of the Jesuits.

Then the demon made still more violent attacks on him, appearing in the shape of savage animals. One day, in the form of a hairy wild man, he threw down on the ground a document — a false version of the true pact he had extorted from the young man — hoping by this trick to get him out of the hands of his keepers and prevent him making his general confession.

At last they settled on 20 October 1603 as the day to gather in the chapel of St Ignatius and to have the true document brought. There the young man made profession of the Catholic and orthodox faith, renounced the devil, and received the sacrament. Then, crying out horribly, he said he saw what looked like two enormous goats which, standing on their hind legs, each held one of the documents between its claws. But as soon as the exorcisms began and the priests invoked the name of St Ignatius, the two goats fled, and there came out of the young man’s left arm — almost painlessly, and leaving no scar — the pact, which fell at the exorcist’s feet.

Only the second document was still missing, the one that had stayed in the demon’s power. They began the exorcisms again, invoked St Ignatius, and promised to say a mass in the saint’s honour; and at that moment a tall stork appeared, misshapen and badly put together, and dropped the second document from its beak onto the altar.

Pope Paul V had the truth of these events investigated by commissioners, M. Adam, suffragan of Strasbourg, and George, abbot of Altorf, who were formally examined and affirmed that the young man’s deliverance was due, after God, chiefly to the intercession of St Ignatius. The same story is told at greater length in Bartoli’s life of St Ignatius Loyola.

Melanchthon admits he has seen several spectres and talked with them more than once, and Jerome Cardan says his father Fazio Cardano could see demons whenever he liked, apparently in human shape. Bad spirits also appear as a lion, a dog, a cat, or some other animal — a bull, a horse, a raven. Supposed sorcerers and witches say that at the Sabbath he is seen under a range of different forms, human, animal, and avian. Whether he takes the shape of these animals, or uses the animals themselves as instruments to deceive or harm, or simply works on the senses and imagination of those he has fascinated and who have given themselves to him — in all his appearances we must be on our guard and mistrust his tricks and malice. Peter tells us Satan is always prowling round us like a roaring lion, looking for someone to devour, and Paul warns us more than once to be wary of the devil’s snares and to keep on our guard against him.

Sulpicius Severus, in his life of St Martin, gives a few examples of people deceived by appearances of the devil transformed into an angel of light. A young man of very high rank, later ordained priest, had devoted himself to God in a monastery and came to imagine he was in conversation with angels. When the others would not believe him, he told them that the following night God would give him a white robe, and that he would appear among them wearing it.

And in fact at midnight the monastery shook as if in an earthquake, the young man’s cell blazed with light, and they heard a noise like many people coming and going and talking. Then, coming out of his cell, he showed the brothers the tunic he was wearing: it was made of a stuff of extraordinary whiteness, shining like purple, and so remarkably fine in texture that they had never seen anything like it and could not tell what it was woven from.

They spent the rest of the night singing psalms of thanksgiving, and in the morning they wanted to take him to St Martin. He resisted as hard as he could, saying he had been expressly forbidden to appear in Martin’s presence. As they were pressing him to come, the tunic vanished — which made everyone present conclude that the whole thing had been an illusion of the devil.

Another solitary let himself be persuaded that he was Elijah; another that he was St John the Evangelist. One day the devil tried to mislead St Martin himself, appearing to him in a royal robe, wearing a rich diadem set with gold and precious stones, with golden sandals and all the trappings of a great prince. Addressing him, he said: “Recognize me, Martin. I am Jesus Christ, and wishing to come down to earth I have chosen to show myself to you first of all.”

Martin at first said nothing, suspecting a trap. When the phantom repeated that he was the Christ, Martin answered: “My Lord Jesus Christ did not say he would come dressed in purple and decked with jewels. I shall not acknowledge him unless he appears in the same form in which he suffered death, and unless I see the marks of his cross and his passion.”

At those words the demon vanished; and Sulpicius Severus says he had this from Martin’s own mouth. A little before, he says that Satan showed himself to Martin sometimes as Jupiter, sometimes as Mercury, Venus, or Minerva, and sometimes came to reproach him bitterly because he had converted and regenerated so many great sinners through baptism. But the saint despised him, drove him off with the sign of the cross, and answered that baptism and repentance wipe out all sins in those who are sincerely converted.

All this proves, on one side, the malice, envy, and fraud of the devil against the saints; and on the other, the weakness and futility of his efforts against the true servants of God — and that it is only too true that he often appears in visible form.

In the lives of the saints we sometimes see him hiding under the form of a woman, to tempt devout hermits into evil; sometimes as a traveller, a priest, a monk, or an angel of light, to mislead simple people and lead them into error. Anything will serve his purpose, so long as he can exercise his malice and hatred against men.

When Satan appeared before the Lord among his holy angels and asked permission to tempt Job and to test his patience through everything dearest to that holy man [Job 1:6-8], he presented himself no doubt in his natural state, simply as a spirit — but full of rage against the saints, and in all the deformity of his sin and rebellion.

But when he says, in the Books of Kings, that he will be a lying spirit in the mouth of false prophets [1 Kings 22:21], and God allows him to act on his ill will, we must not imagine he showed himself bodily to the false prophets of King Ahab. He only put the lie into their minds; they believed it, and persuaded the king of it.

Among the visible appearances of Satan may be placed epidemics, wars, storms, and public and private calamities which God sends on nations, provinces, cities, and families, making them feel the terrible effects of his anger and his just vengeance. So the destroying angel kills the firstborn of the Egyptians [Exod. 9]. The same angel strikes down the inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah [Gen. 18-19]. He does the same to Onan for his abominable act [Gen. 38]. The wicked man seeks only division and quarrels, says the wise man, and the cruel angel shall be sent against him [Prov. 17:11]. And the Psalmist, speaking of the plagues the Lord inflicted on Egypt, says he sent evil angels among them.

When David, out of vanity, had his people counted, God showed him an angel hovering over Jerusalem, ready to strike and destroy it. I will not say for certain whether this was a good or a bad angel, since God certainly does sometimes employ good angels to carry out his vengeance on the wicked. But it is thought that it was the devil who killed eighty-five thousand men of Sennacherib’s army. And in the Apocalypse, those too are evil angels who pour out the bowls of wrath on the earth and cause all the disasters recorded in that holy book.

We shall also count among the appearances and works of Satan: false Christs, false prophets, pagan oracles, magicians, sorcerers and witches, those inspired by the spirit of Python, obsession and possession by demons, those who claim to predict the future and whose predictions are sometimes fulfilled, those who make pacts with the devil to find treasure and enrich themselves, those who use charms, summonings by magic, enchantment, the devoting of a person to death by a vow, and the frauds of idolatrous priests who pretended their gods ate and drank and had dealings with women. All of this can only be the work of Satan, and must be ranked with what Scripture calls the depths of Satan [Rev. 2:24]. We shall say something on this in the course of the treatise.






Chapter VII. Of magic

Many people regard magic, magicians, witchcraft, and charms as fables and illusions — the product of imagination in weak minds who, foolishly convinced of the devil’s enormous power, attribute to him a thousand things that are perfectly natural but whose physical causes they do not know, or that are the work of charlatans who make a trade of imposing on the simple and ignorant.

These opinions are supported by the authority of the principal parlements of the kingdom, which recognize neither magicians nor sorcerers and never punish those accused of magic or sorcery unless they are also convicted of some other crime. And in short: the more magicians and sorcerers are hunted and punished, the more of them a country has; whereas experience shows that in places where nobody believes in them, none are to be found. So the most effective way of rooting out this fancy is to despise and ignore it.

It is said that magicians and sorcerers themselves, when they fall into the hands of judges and inquisitors, are often the first to maintain that magic and sorcery are entirely imaginary, the product of popular prejudice and error. On that footing Satan would be destroying himself and overturning his own empire, if he really discredited the magic of which he is the author and support. And if the magicians make this declaration genuinely and of their own free will, independently of the devil, they betray themselves very lightly and do not improve their case — since the judges prosecute them anyway, in spite of the denial, and punish them without mercy, being quite convinced that it is only fear of execution and hope of escaping it that makes them talk that way.

But might this not rather be a stratagem of the evil spirit, who works to make the reality of magic doubtful, to save the accused from punishment, to impose on the judges and make them believe that magicians are only madmen and hypochondriacs, deserving pity rather than punishment?

We must then go back and examine the question thoroughly, and prove that magic is not a chimera and has nothing to do with reason. We can find no solid ground, and no certain argument either way, in the opinion of the self-styled strong minds who deny it because they choose to, and because the proofs to the contrary do not strike them as clear or demonstrative enough. Nor in the declaration of the devil, of magicians and sorcerers, that magic and sorcery are only the effects of a disturbed imagination. Nor in the foolishly and vainly prejudiced view that these declarations are produced simply by fear of punishment. Nor in the subtlety of the malignant spirit, who wants to hide his hand and throw dust in the eyes of judges and witnesses by making them believe that what they view with such horror and prosecute so vigorously is anything but a punishable crime, or at least a crime deserving punishment.

We must then prove the reality of magic from Holy Scripture, from the authority of the Church, and from the testimony of the gravest and most sensible writers; and lastly show that it is not true that the most famous parlements recognize neither sorcerers nor magicians.

The teraphim that Rachel, Jacob’s wife, secretly carried off from her father Laban’s house [Gen. 31:19] were doubtless superstitious figures, given a worship much like the one the Romans gave their household gods, the penates and lares, and consulted about future events. Joshua says very plainly that Terah, Abraham’s father, worshipped strange gods in Mesopotamia [Josh. 24:2-4]. In the prophets Hosea and Zechariah the Septuagint translates teraphim by the word oracles. Zechariah and Ezekiel show that the Chaldeans and the Hebrews consulted these teraphim to learn future events [Zech. 10:2; Ezek. 21:21].

Others believe they were talismans or protective charms. Everyone agrees they were superstitious figures — idols — consulted to find out things unknown or still to come.

The patriarch Joseph, speaking to his brothers according to the idea they had of him in Egypt, says: “Do you not know that in all the land there is no man who equals me in the art of divining and predicting things to come?” [Gen. 44:15]. And when Joseph’s officer found in Benjamin’s sack the cup Joseph had deliberately hidden there, he said to them: “This is the cup my master uses to discover hidden things” [Gen. 44:5].

By the secret of their art, Pharaoh’s magicians imitated the true miracles of Moses; but being unable, as he was, to produce gnats, they were forced to admit that the finger of God was in what Moses had done so far [Exod. 7:10-12; 8:19].

After the Hebrews left Egypt, God expressly forbade his people to practise any kind of magic or divination, and condemned to death magicians and those who use charms [Exod. 22:18].

When Balaam the diviner was invited by King Balak to come and doom the Israelites to destruction, God put blessings in his mouth instead of curses [Num. 22-23]; and among the blessings this bad prophet pronounces on Israel, he says that among them there is neither augury, nor divination, nor magic.

In the time of the Judges, the idol of Micah was consulted as a sort of oracle [Judg. 17]. Gideon made in his house and his city an ephod, together with a superstitious image, which became an occasion of scandal and ruin for his family and for all the people [Judg. 8:27].

The Israelites sometimes went to consult Baalzebub, god of Ekron, to find out whether they would recover from illness [2 Kings 1:2]. The story of the calling up of Samuel by the witch of Endor is well known [1 Sam. 28:7ff]. I know that difficulties are raised about that history. I draw nothing from it here except this: that the woman passed for a witch, that Saul took her for one, and that this prince had driven the magicians out of his own territories, or at least did not permit them to practise their art.

Manasseh, king of Judah, is blamed for having brought idolatry into his kingdom, and particularly for having allowed diviners, augurs, and those who foretold the future [2 Kings 21]. King Josiah, on the contrary, destroyed all these superstitions [2 Kings 22-23].

The prophet Isaiah, who lived at the same time, says that the Jews then in captivity at Babylon were being urged to consult diviners and magicians as the other nations did, but that they ought to reject this pernicious advice and leave such abominations to the gentiles, who did not know the Lord. Daniel speaks of the magicians, or workers of magic, among the Chaldeans, and of those who interpreted dreams and predicted things to come [Dan. 4:6-7].

In the New Testament, the Jews accused Jesus of casting out devils in the name of Beelzebub, the prince of devils [Matt. 12:24]; but he refutes them by saying that since he had come to destroy the empire of Beelzebub, it was not to be supposed Beelzebub would work miracles to destroy his own kingdom [Luke 11:15-19]. Luke speaks of Simon the sorcerer, who had long bewitched the people of Samaria with his sorceries, and of a certain Bar-Jesus of Paphos who practised sorcery and boasted he could predict the future [Acts 8:11; 13:6]. Paul, at Ephesus, had a quantity of books of magic burned [Acts 19:19]. And the Psalmist and the author of Ecclesiasticus speak of charms used to enchant serpents.

In the Acts of the Apostles [Acts 16:16-17], the young slave girl of Philippi, who had a spirit of divination, testified for several days running on behalf of Paul and Silas, saying they were “servants of the Most High, who proclaim to men the way of salvation.”

Was it the devil who inspired those words, meaning to spoil the fruit of the apostles’ preaching by making the people believe they were working in concert with the spirit of evil? Or was it the Spirit of God, putting these words into the girl’s mouth as he put prophecies of the Messiah into Balaam’s? There is reason to think she spoke by the inspiration of the evil spirit, since Paul silenced her and drove out the spirit of Python that had possessed her and had inspired the predictions she made and her knowledge of hidden things.

However we explain it, the conclusion will always be that magic is not a chimera; that this girl was possessed by an evil spirit; that she predicted and revealed hidden and future things; and that she brought her masters considerable profit by fortune-telling — for those who consulted her would surely not have been foolish enough to pay for these predictions if they had not found by experience that they came true.

From all this testimony together, it follows that magic, enchantment, sorcery, divination, the interpretation of dreams, auguries, oracles, and the magical figures that announced things to come are all very real, since God condemns them so severely and wills that those who practise them be punished with death.






Chapter VIII. Objections to the reality of magic

I shall certainly be told that all this scriptural testimony does not prove the reality of magic, sorcery, divination, and the rest. It proves only that the Hebrews and Egyptians — the common people among them, at least — believed there were people who had dealings with the divinity, or with good and bad angels, so as to predict the future, interpret dreams, doom their enemies to the worst misfortunes, cause illnesses, raise storms, and call up the souls of the dead. If there was any reality in any of it, so the objection runs, the reality lay not in the things themselves but in people’s imaginations and preconceptions.

Moses and Joseph were regarded by the Egyptians as great magicians. Rachel apparently believed that her father Laban’s teraphim could tell her about things hidden and to come. The Israelites might consult the idol of Micah, and Baalzebub the god of Ekron. But the sensible and enlightened people of those days, like their counterparts in our own, considered the whole business the sport and knavery of pretended magicians, who made a very good living out of keeping these prejudices alive among the people.

Moses very wisely laid down the death penalty against people who exploited the simplicity of the ignorant to enrich themselves at their expense, and who turned the people away from the worship of the true God in order to keep up practices that were superstitious and contrary to true religion.

Besides, good order, the interests of the commonwealth, and true piety all required that such abuses be suppressed, and that those who draw the people away from the true and legitimate worship of God be punished with extreme severity — those who lead them to worship the devil and put their confidence in a creature at the expense of the Creator’s rights, filling them with empty terrors where there is nothing to fear, and keeping their minds in the most dangerous errors.

If, among an infinite number of false predictions and empty dream interpretations, a few come true, then either this is chance or it is the work of the devil, who is often permitted by God to deceive those whose folly and impiety lead them to apply to him and put their trust in him. All of which the wise lawgiver, moved by the divine Spirit, rightly suppressed with the harshest punishment.

All history and all experience on this subject show that those who use the art of magic, charms, and spells employ their art, their secret, and their power only to corrupt and mislead, for crime and vice. So they cannot be too carefully hunted out or too severely punished.

We may add that what is often taken for black or diabolical magic is nothing but natural magic, or skill and cleverness in people who do things that look beyond the force of nature. Think how many marvellous effects are reported of the divining rod, of sympathetic powder, of phosphoric lights, of mathematical tricks. Think how much fraud is now well established among the priests of idols and those of Babylon, who made the people believe that the god Bel ate and drank; that a large live dragon was a divinity; that the god Anubis desired certain women, who were thus deceived by the priests; that the ox Apis gave out oracles; and that the serpent of Alexander of Abonoteichus knew a patient’s illness and prescribed remedies without opening the sealed note describing it. We may perhaps have more to say about this later.

Finally, the most judicious and most celebrated parlements have recognized neither magicians nor sorcerers — or at any rate have not condemned them to death unless they were convicted of other crimes, such as theft, malpractice, poisoning, or criminal seduction. Take the affair of Gaufridi, a priest of Marseille, who was condemned by the parlement of Aix to be torn with hot pincers and burned alive. The heads of that body, in the account they rendered to the chancellor of their sentence, testify that this curé was indeed accused of sorcery, but that he had been condemned to the fire as guilty and convicted of spiritual incest with his penitent, Madeleine de la Palud.

From all of which it is concluded that there is no reality in what is called magic.






Chapter IX. Reply to the objections

In answer to all this, I grant that there is very often a great deal of illusion, preconception, and imagination in everything called magic and sorcery. Sometimes the devil joins in with false appearances to deceive the simple. But more often, without the evil spirit being party to it at all, wicked, corrupt, self-interested men, artful and deceitful, exploit the simplicity of men and women to the point of persuading them that they possess supernatural secrets for interpreting dreams, foretelling the future, curing illnesses, and discovering things nobody knows.

I can readily agree to all that. Histories of every kind are full of facts that bear it out. A thousand things are laid at the devil’s door that he has no part in. He is given credit for predictions, revelations, secrets, and discoveries that are in no way the effect of his power or his penetration — just as he is blamed for all sorts of evils, storms, and diseases that are purely the effect of natural causes we happen not to know.

It is nonetheless true that there really are people convinced of the devil’s power, of his influence over an endless number of things, and of the effects they attribute to him; that they have consulted him to learn the future or discover hidden things; that they have applied to him for success in their schemes, for money, for favour, or for the enjoyment of their criminal pleasures. All of that is entirely real.

So magic is not a mere chimera, since so many people are infatuated with the power of charms and are convicted of dealings with the devil to procure a range of effects that pass for supernatural. What the law of God forbids, what Moses punishes with death, what the Christian Church punishes with its censures and the secular judges repress with the greatest rigour, is precisely the folly, the empty credulity, the fixed prejudice of such people.

If there were nothing in all this but a diseased imagination, weakness of the brain, or popular prejudice, would it be treated with such severity? Do we execute hypochondriacs, or madmen, or people who imagine themselves ill? No. They are treated with compassion, and every effort is made to cure them. But in this other case, what the laws are aimed at and what they order punished is the impiety, or the superstition, or the vice of those who consult the devil — or believe they are consulting him — and place their confidence in him.

And even if we could deny and dispute the reality of augurs, diviners, and magicians, and treat all such people as frauds who exploit the simplicity of those who go to them, could we deny the reality of Pharaoh’s magicians, of Simon, of Bar-Jesus, of the Pythoness in the Acts of the Apostles? Did the first of these not perform many wonders in front of Pharaoh? Did Simon the magician not rise into the air by the devil’s help? Did Paul not silence the Pythoness in the city of Philippi in Macedonia? Will anyone say there was collusion between Paul and the Pythoness? No reasonable argument can support anything of the kind.

A small volume was published in Paris in 1732 by a new author who hides behind the initials M. D. It is called Treatise on Magic, Witchcraft, Possessions, Obsessions and Charms, in which their truth and reality are demonstrated. He shows that he believes there are magicians, and argues from Scripture, Old and New Testament, and from the authority of the ancient Fathers, some passages of whose works are cited in Father Del Rio’s Disquisitiones Magicae. He also argues from the rituals of every diocese, and from the examinations printed in the Books of Hours, which take the existence of sorcerers and magicians for granted.

The civil laws of the emperors, pagan and Christian alike; the laws of the kings of France, ancient and modern; jurists, physicians, and historians sacred and secular, all agree in maintaining this truth. In writers of every kind we find an endless number of stories of magic, spells, and sorcery. The parlements of France and the courts of other nations have recognized magicians, and the pernicious effects of their art, and have condemned them personally to the most rigorous punishments.

He gives at full length the remonstrances made to Louis XIV in 1670 by the parlement of Rouen, showing the king that it was not the parlement of Rouen alone but all the other parlements of the kingdom that followed the same rules of jurisprudence in matters of magic and sorcery, acknowledging that such things exist and condemning them. He cites several cases and several sentences handed down in the parlements of Paris, Aix, Toulouse, Rennes, Dijon, and elsewhere. It was on the strength of these remonstrances that the same king issued his declaration of 1682 on the punishment of various crimes, and of sorcery, divination, and magic in particular.

He also cites the treatise of M. de la Mare, commissary at the Châtelet in Paris, who deals at length with magic and establishes its reality, origin, development, and effects.

Would it be possible that the sacred authors, the laws divine and human, the greatest men of antiquity, the jurists, the most enlightened historians, bishops in their councils, and the Church in her decisions, her practices, and her prayers, had all conspired to deceive us — and to condemn those who practise magic, sorcery, and spells to death and to the most rigorous punishments — if the whole thing were illusory, the effect of nothing but a diseased and prejudiced imagination?

Father Le Brun of the Oratory, who has written so well on superstitions, establishes that the parlement of Paris recognizes the existence of sorcerers and punishes them severely when they are convicted. He proves it by a decree of 1601 against certain inhabitants of Champagne accused of witchcraft. The decree requires that they be sent to the Conciergerie by the lower judges on pain of losing their office. It assumes they must be rigorously punished, but it requires that the proceedings for identifying and punishing them be exact and regular.

M. Servin, advocate-general and councillor of state, proves fully from the Old and New Testaments, from tradition, from law and from history, that diviners, enchanters, and sorcerers exist, and he refutes those who would maintain the contrary. He shows that magicians and those who use charms ought to be punished and held in horror. But he adds that no punishment should be inflicted until certain and evident proof has been obtained — and this is what the parlement of Paris must attend to strictly, for fear of punishing madmen as criminals and mistaking illusions for realities.

The parlement leaves it to the Church to excommunicate men and women who resort to charms and who believe they go by night to assemblies to pay homage to the devil. The Capitularies of the kings instruct pastors to teach the faithful on the subject of what is called the Sabbath; at any rate they do not order corporal punishment for these people, but only that they be undeceived and prevented from misleading others in the same way.

And there the parlement stops, so long as the case goes no further than someone being misled. But when it goes as far as injuring others, the kings have often ordered the judges to punish with fines and banishment. The Ordinances of Charles VIII in 1490 and of Charles IX at the Estates of Orléans in 1560 are explicit on this point, and they were renewed by Louis XIV in 1682. The third article of these ordinances states that if there should turn out to be “persons wicked enough to add impiety and sacrilege to superstition, those convicted of these crimes shall be punished with death.”

So when it is clear that someone has injured his neighbour by such practices, the parlement punishes rigorously, even with death, in conformity with the ancient Capitularies of the kingdom and the royal ordinances. Bodin, writing in 1680, collected a great many decrees, to which may be added those Father Le Brun reports from the period since.

He then gives a remarkable case: a man named Hocque, condemned to the galleys on 2 September 1687 by sentence of the high court of justice at Passy, for having used malpractices on animals and killed a great number of them in Champagne. Hocque died suddenly, wretchedly, and in despair, after revealing while drunk, to a woman named Beatrice, the secret he had used to kill the cattle. He was well aware that the demon would cause his death in revenge for his having disclosed the spell.

Some of this wretched man’s accomplices were sentenced to the galleys by various decrees; others were condemned to be hanged and burned by order of the bailli of Passy on 26 October 1691, a sentence confirmed by decree of the parlement of Paris on 18 December 1691.

From all of which we conclude that the parlement of Paris acknowledges that spells by which people injure their neighbours ought to be rigorously punished; that the devil has very extensive power, which he exercises over men and animals too often; and that he would exercise it more often, and with more reach and fury, were he not limited and held back by the power of God and of the good angels.






Chapter X. Examination of the Hocque case

Monsieur de Saint-André, consulting physician in ordinary to the king, argues in his sixth letter against magic that in the Hocque case just mentioned there was no magic, no sorcery, and no operation of the devil at all. The poisonous stuff Hocque placed in the stables, by which he killed the cattle housed there, was simply a toxic compound. By its smell, and by the diffusion of its particles, it poisoned the animals and killed them. All that was needed was to remove the drugs and the cattle were safe, or else to keep the cattle out of the stable where the poison lay. The difficulty was finding where the stuff was hidden, since the shepherds who did the mischief took every precaution to conceal it, knowing their lives were at stake if it were found.

He notes further that these gogues, or poisoned preparations, lose their effect after a while unless they are renewed, or watered with something to revive them and set them fermenting again. If the devil had any hand in the business, the drug would always keep the same power, and there would be no need to refresh it to restore it to full strength.

In all this Saint-André assumes that if the devil had any power to take the lives of animals or inflict fatal diseases on them, he could do it without secondary causes. That will not be easily granted him by those who hold that God alone gives life and death by an absolute power, independent of secondary causes and natural agents. The devil might well have revealed the composition of this deadly preparation to Hocque, and taught him its effects, after which the poison acts naturally: it recovers its strength when watered, it works only at a certain distance, and only as far as the particles given off from it reach. There is nothing supernatural in any of that, nothing that need be attributed to the devil. But it is credible enough that he put into Hocque’s head the wicked idea of using a dangerous preparation, which the wretched man knew how to make up, or whose recipe was given him by the evil spirit.

Saint-André goes on to say there is nothing in Hocque’s death that ought to be attributed to the devil either. It was a purely natural effect, he says, arising from the poisonous effluvia that came off the drug when it was dug up, carried towards the criminal by the effluvia from his own body, which he had left in the stuff while making it and burying it, and which had stayed there undissipated. These effluvia of Hocque’s, finding themselves released, returned to their source, dragging with them the most malignant and corrosive particles of the drug, which then acted on the shepherd’s body as they had acted on the animals that breathed them in. He supports this by the example of sympathetic powder, which is said to act on a wounded man’s body by soaking up small particles of the blood or pus of the wounded man it is applied to, particles which draw with them the spirit of the drugs the powder is compounded from and carry them to the wound.

But the more I think about this supposed evaporation of poisonous effluvia from a drug buried at Passy-en-Brie, six leagues from Paris, travelling straight to Hocque shut up in the Tournelle prison, borne along by the animal effluvia given off from the man’s body at the moment he mixed the poison and buried it, so long before it was discovered, the less I am persuaded. I should like proofs of this system, not examples of the very doubtful and very uncertain effects of sympathetic powder, which have no application to the case at all. It is explaining the obscure by the obscure, the uncertain by the uncertain. Even if we granted the effects of sympathetic powder in general, they could not apply here: the distance between the two places is too great and the interval of time too long. What sympathy could there be between this shepherd’s poison and his own person, such that it could travel back to him imprisoned in Paris at the moment the gogue is dug up at Passy?

The printed account of the affair states that once the fumes of the wine Hocque had drunk had worn off, and he began to reflect on what Beatrice had got him to do, he grew agitated, howled, and complained in the strangest way. He said Beatrice had caught him off guard, that it would be the death of him, and that he must die the instant Bras-de-fer, another shepherd whom Beatrice had persuaded Hocque to write to about lifting the poison he had scattered at Passy, should remove the dose. He went for Beatrice and tried to strangle her, and even stirred up the other convicts in the prison with him, condemned to the galleys, to rough her up, out of the pity they felt at Hocque’s despair. And at the very moment the dose was lifted from the land, he died, in an instant, in strange convulsions, thrashing about like a man possessed.

Saint-André would explain this too, by supposing that Hocque’s imagination, struck with the idea that he was going to die and convinced it would happen at the moment the poison was carried off, had a great deal to do with his suffering and his death. How many people have been known to die at the very time they had convinced themselves they would, once the idea of imminent death had taken hold of them. Hocque’s despair and agitation had disturbed the mass of his blood, altered the humours, deranged the motion of his effluvia, and left him far more susceptible to the vapours coming off the poison.

Saint-André adds that if the devil had any share in a spell of this kind, it could only be by some pact, express or tacit, that as soon as the poison was taken up, the man who laid it should die immediately. And what likelihood is there that anyone making a pact with the devil would agree to a clause exposing him to a cruel and unavoidable death?

To which I answer, first, that fright can indeed cause death, but it cannot produce it at a set time. A man in a paroxysm of grief cannot say that he will die at such and such a moment; the moment of death is not within a man’s power in such circumstances.

Second, that a character as corrupt as Hocque, a man who without provocation and purely to gratify his malice kills an endless number of animals and does great damage to innocent people, is capable of the worst excesses. He may well have given himself to the evil spirit by pacts tacit or explicit, and bound himself on pain of his life never to lift the spell he had laid on a village. He would have thought he was risking nothing by such a clause, since he was free to lift it or leave it, and it was hardly likely he would ever casually expose himself to certain death. That the devil had some part in the power of this poison seems very likely, when we consider the circumstances of how it worked and the manner of Hocque’s death and despair. That death is the just penalty of his crimes, and of the trust he placed in the destroying angel he had given himself to.

It is true that impostors, weak minds, overheated imaginations, and ignorant and superstitious people have taken for black magic and the work of the devil things that were entirely natural: some subtlety of physics or mathematics, or an illusion of the senses, or a trick that deceives the eye. But to conclude from that that there is no magic at all, and that everything said about it is prejudice, ignorance, and superstition, is to argue from the particular to the general, and to deny what is true and certain merely because it is not easy to sort the true from the false, and because men will not take the trouble to look into causes. Denying everything is far easier than seriously examining the facts and circumstances.






Chapter XI. Magic among the Egyptians and Chaldeans

All pagan antiquity speaks of magic and magicians, of magical operations, and of superstitious, curious, and diabolical books. Historians, poets, and orators are full of it. Some believe in it, others deny it; some laugh at it, others remain uncertain and in doubt. Are we dealing with evil spirits, or with lying men, impostors and charlatans who by the subtleties of their art make the ignorant believe that natural effects have supernatural causes? That is where opinions divide. But in general, the words magic and magician are now used in an unfavourable sense, for an art producing marvellous effects that appear to go beyond the ordinary course of nature, and to do so by the operation of the evil spirit.

The author of the celebrated Book of Enoch, which was once so much in vogue and was cited by some ancient writers as inspired Scripture, says that the eleventh of the Watchers, the angels who fell in love with women, was called Pharmacius or Pharmachus, and that before the flood he taught men enchantments, spells, magic arts, and remedies against enchantment. Clement of Alexandria, in his Recognitions, says that Ham, son of Noah, received the art from heaven and taught it to his son Mizraim, father of the Egyptians.

In Scripture the word Magus is never used in a good sense, for philosophers who studied astronomy and were versed in divine and supernatural matters, except in the case of the Magi who came to adore Jesus Christ at Bethlehem. Everywhere else Scripture condemns and abhors magic and magicians, and severely forbids the Hebrews to consult them. It speaks with horror of Simon and of Elymas, the well-known magicians in the Acts of the Apostles, and of Pharaoh’s magicians, who counterfeited the true miracles of Moses with their illusions. It seems likely that the Israelites had picked up the habit of consulting such people in Egypt, where they then were, since Moses forbids them so often and so severely to listen to them or to trust their predictions.

The Chevalier Marsham shows very clearly that the Egyptian school of magic is the oldest known in the world, and that from there it spread to the Chaldeans, the Babylonians, the Greeks, and the Persians. Paul tells us that Jannes and Jambres, famous magicians of Pharaoh’s time, opposed Moses. Pliny remarks that in antiquity no science was more renowned or more honoured than magic: from the earliest times, and almost always, the highest distinction and glory in letters has been sought from that science.

Porphyry says that King Darius, son of Hystaspes, held the art in such esteem that he had inscribed on his father’s tomb that he had been chief and master of the Magi of Persia.

The embassy that Balak, king of the Moabites, sent to Balaam son of Beor, who lived in the mountains of the east towards Persia and Chaldea, begging him to come and curse the Israelites who threatened to invade his country, shows how old magic and magical superstition are in that region [Num. 23:1-3]. For will anyone say these curses and dooms were the effect of inspiration by the good Spirit, or the work of good angels? I acknowledge that Balaam was inspired by God in the blessings he gave the people of the Lord and in his prophecy of the coming of the Messiah. But we must also acknowledge the extreme corruption of his heart, his greed, and everything he would have been capable of had God allowed him to follow his bad inclinations and the promptings of the evil spirit.

Diodorus Siculus, following Egyptian tradition, says that the Chaldeans who lived at Babylon and in Babylonia were a kind of Egyptian colony, and that it was from the Egyptians that the sages or Magi of Babylon learned the astronomy that made them famous.

In Ezekiel we see the king of Babylon marching against his enemies at the head of his army, halting where two roads meet and shaking arrows together, to learn by magic art and by the fall of these arrows which road he should take [Ezek. 21:21]. This way of consulting the devil by divining rods is well known in the ancient writers; the Greeks call it rhabdomancy.

The prophet Daniel speaks more than once of the magicians of Babylon. King Nebuchadnezzar, frightened by a dream, sent for the Magi, diviners, soothsayers, and Chaldeans to interpret it. King Belshazzar likewise summoned the magicians, Chaldeans, and soothsayers of the country to explain the words he saw written on the wall: Mene, Tekel, Peres. All this shows the Babylonians’ habit of practising magic and consulting magicians, and how highly this pernicious art was regarded among them. In the same prophet we read of the tricks the priests used to deceive the people and make them believe their gods lived, ate, drank, spoke, and revealed hidden things to them.

I have already mentioned the Magi who came to adore Jesus Christ. There is no doubt they came from Chaldea or thereabouts, but they differed from the ones just described by their piety, and by having studied the true religion.

We read in books of travel that superstition, magic, and fascination are still very common in the east, both among the fire-worshippers descended from the ancient Chaldeans and among the Persian followers of Muhammad. Chrysostom had sent a holy bishop named Maruthas into Persia to look after the Christians there, and King Yazdegerd, on discovering him, treated him with great consideration. The Magi, who worship and maintain the perpetual fire that the Persians regard as their chief divinity, were jealous of this. They hid an apostate underground, who, knowing the king was coming to pay his devotions to the sacred fire, was to cry out from the depths of his cavern that the king must be stripped of his throne for esteeming the Christian priest as a friend of the gods. The king was alarmed and wanted to send Maruthas away. But Maruthas exposed the priests’ imposture: he had the ground dug up where the voice had been heard, and there they found the man it came from.

This example, and the case of the Babylonian priests described by Daniel, and others besides, such as the priests who claimed their god required the company of certain women in order to gratify their own irregular passions, prove that what is usually taken for the effect of the black art is often produced only by the knavery of priests, magicians, diviners, and every kind of person who imposes on the simplicity and credulity of the people. I do not deny that the devil sometimes takes a hand in it, but he does so more rarely than is imagined.






Chapter XII. Magic among the Greeks and Romans

The Greeks have always claimed that they got the art of magic from the Persians or the Bactrians, and they say Zoroaster passed it to them. But when we try to establish when Zoroaster lived and when he taught them these pernicious secrets, they wander far from the truth and even from probability. Some put Zoroaster six hundred years before Xerxes’ expedition into Greece, which took place in the year of the world 3523, 477 years before Christ; others five hundred years before the Trojan war; others five thousand years before that war; others six thousand. Some think Zoroaster is the same person as Ham, son of Noah. Others maintain there were several Zoroasters. What does seem beyond doubt is that the worship of many gods, and likewise magic, superstition, and oracles, passed from the Egyptians and the Chaldeans or Persians to the Greeks, and from the Greeks to the Latins.

Magic was quite common among the Greeks as early as Homer, who speaks of wounds cured and blood staunched by magical secrets and enchantment. Paul, at Ephesus, had books of magic and occult secrets burned to the value of fifty thousand pieces of silver [Acts 19:19]. We have already said something about Simon the magician and the magician Elymas in the Acts of the Apostles.

Pindar says the centaur Chiron cured a number of enchantments. When it is said that Orpheus brought his wife Eurydice back from hell after she died of a snakebite, all that is meant is that he cured her by the power of charms. The poets have used magical verses to make themselves loved, and have taught them to others for the same purpose; they can be found in Theocritus, Catullus, and Virgil. Theophrastus maintains there are magical verses that cure sciatica. Cato records some against dislocations. Varro allows that there are some effective against gout.

The sacred books testify that enchanters have the secret of putting serpents to sleep and charming them, so that they can never bite or do harm again. The crocodile, that terrible animal, is afraid even of the smell and the voice of the people of Tentyra. Job, speaking of leviathan, which we take to be the crocodile, asks whether the enchanter will destroy it [Job 40]. And Ecclesiasticus asks who will pity the enchanter who has been bitten by the snake [Ecclus. 12:13].

Everyone knows what is said of the Marsi in Italy and of the Psylli, who had the secret of charming serpents. To watch them, says Augustine, you would think these animals understood the language of the Marsi, so obedient are they to their orders; they come out of their holes as soon as the Marsian has spoken. All of this, says the same Father, can only be done by the power of the malignant spirit, whom God permits to exercise this dominion over venomous reptiles, and above all over the serpent, as though in punishment for what he did to the first woman. And in fact it may be noticed that no animal is more exposed to charms and to the effects of magic than the serpent.

The laws of the Twelve Tables forbid anyone to charm away a neighbour’s crops. Valerius Flaccus cites authors who say that when the Romans were about to besiege a town, they employed their priests to summon out the divinity who presided over it, promising him a temple in Rome, either like the one dedicated to him in the besieged town or on a rather larger scale, with proper worship paid to him. Pliny says the memory of these summonings is preserved among the priests.

If what we have just reported, and what we read in ancient and modern writers, is real at all and produces the effects attributed to it, then there can be no doubt that something supernatural is involved, and that the devil has a large share in it.

The abbot Trithemius speaks of a sorceress who by means of certain drinks turned a young Burgundian into a beast. Everyone knows the fable of Circe, who turned the companions of Ulysses into pigs, and the fable of The Golden Ass by Apuleius, which tells of a man turned into a donkey. I bring these forward for what they are, that is to say, as poetic fictions and nothing more.

But it is quite credible that these fictions are not without some foundation, like many other fables which carry not only a hidden moral sense but some relation to a real historical event. Consider what is said of the golden fleece carried off by Jason, of the wooden horse used to take Troy, of the twelve labours of Hercules, of the metamorphoses related by Ovid. Fabulous as all these things look in the poets, they have their historical truth all the same. And in the same way the pagan poets and historians have dressed up and disguised the stories of the Old Testament, attributing to Bacchus, Jupiter, Saturn, Apollo, and Hercules what is told of Noah, Moses, Aaron, Samson, and Jonah.

Origen, writing against Celsus, takes the reality of magic for granted. He says that when the Magi who came to adore Jesus Christ at Bethlehem tried to perform their usual operations, they could not make them work: a superior power was blocking the effect and silencing the demon. They looked for the cause, saw at the same moment a divine sign in the heavens, concluded that this was the Being Balaam had spoken of, that the new king whose birth he had foretold was born in Judea, and immediately resolved to go and find him. Origen believes that magicians, following the rules of their art, often do foretell the future, and that their predictions are borne out by events, unless the power of God or of the angels blocks the effect of their conjurations and silences them.






Chapter XIII. Examples that prove the reality of magic

Augustine notes that not only the poets but even the historians relate that Diomedes, whom the Greeks made a god, did not have the good fortune to return home with the other princes who had been at the siege of Troy; that his companions were turned into birds; and that these birds live around the temple of Diomedes near Mount Garganus, where they fawn on Greeks who come to visit but fly at strangers and peck them.

Varro, the most learned of the Romans, cites in support the familiar story of Circe, who turned the companions of Ulysses into animals, and what is said of the Arcadians, who after drawing lots swam across a certain lake, were turned into wolves, and ran about the forests like other wolves. If during their transformation they did not eat human flesh, then at the end of nine years they swam back across the same lake and resumed their former shape.

The same Varro tells of a man called Demaenetus who, having tasted the flesh of a child the Arcadians had sacrificed to their god Lycaeus, was likewise turned into a wolf; and that ten years later, having returned to his own form, he appeared at the Olympic games and won the prize for boxing.

Augustine testifies that in his own day many believed such transformations were still happening, and some people even claimed to have gone through them personally. He adds that when he was in Italy he was told of certain women who gave cheese to travellers lodging at their houses, whereupon the travellers were immediately turned into beasts of burden, without losing their reason, and carried whatever loads were put on them, after which they returned to their former state. He says further that a man named Praestantius reported that his own father had eaten some of this magic cheese and lay in bed for several days, impossible to wake; and that when he woke he said he had been turned into a horse and had carried supplies to the army — and the thing was found to be true, although to him it had seemed only a dream.

Reasoning on all this, Augustine says that either these things are false, or else so extraordinary that we cannot give them credence. There is no doubt that God by his almighty power can do whatever he sees fit; but the devil, being of a spiritual nature, can do nothing without God’s permission, and God’s decrees are always just. The devil cannot change the nature of a man’s spirit, nor his body, so as to turn him into an animal. He can only act on a man’s fancy or imagination and persuade him that he is what he is not, or that he appears to others other than he is; or leave him in a deep sleep during which he believes he is carrying loads that the devil is in fact carrying for him; or fascinate the eyes of those who think they see loads carried by animals, or by men turned into animals.

If we take it simply as a change of fancy or imagination, as happens in the disorder called lycanthropy, where a man believes himself turned into a wolf or some other animal — as Nebuchadnezzar believed himself turned into an ox and behaved for seven years as though he really had been — then there is nothing more marvellous in it than what we see in hypochondriacs, who convince themselves that they are kings, generals, popes, cardinals; that they are made of snow, or glass, or pottery. Like the man who, alone in the theatre, believed he was watching actors and admirable performances; or the man who imagined that every ship arriving in the harbour of Piraeus belonged to him; or, for that matter, like the things we see every night in dreams, which seem entirely real while we sleep. None of this requires the devil, or magic, or fascination, or illusion; there is nothing in it above the natural order of things.

That someone might, by means of certain drinks, herbs, or foods, disturb the imagination and persuade another that he is a wolf, a horse, or a donkey, is harder to explain. Although we do know that plants, herbs, and drugs have great power over men’s bodies and can derange the brain, the constitution, and the imagination. We have all too many examples of that.

Another circumstance that deserves a good deal of reflection, if it is true, is the story of Apollonius of Tyana. Being at Ephesus during a great plague that was devastating the city, he promised the Ephesians he would stop the pestilence that very day, the day of his second arrival among them. He assembled them at the theatre and ordered them to stone to death a poor old man in rags who was begging for alms. “Strike,” he cried, “that enemy of the gods! Heap stones on him.” They could not bring themselves to do it, for the man moved them to pity and begged for mercy in the most affecting way. But Apollonius pressed them so hard that at last they killed him and piled an enormous heap of stones over him. A little later he told them to take the stones away and see what kind of animal they had killed. They found nothing but a large dog, and were convinced that the old man had been a phantom, which had fascinated their eyes and caused the plague in their city.

Here are five remarkable things at once. First, a demon causing the plague at Ephesus. Second, that same demon producing the appearance of a man in place of a dog. Third, the fascination of the senses of the Ephesians, who believe they are looking at a man and not a dog. Fourth, the proof of Apollonius’s magic, in discovering the cause of the pestilence. Fifth, his making it stop at the appointed time.

Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, afterwards Pope Pius II, writes in his history of Bohemia that a woman predicted to a soldier of King Vratislaus that the king’s army would be cut to pieces by the duke of Bohemia, and that if the soldier wished to escape death he must kill the first person he met on the road, cut off their ears and put them in his pocket, trace a cross on the ground between his horse’s legs with the sword he had run them through with, kiss it, and then flee. The young soldier did all of it. Vratislaus gave battle, lost, and was killed. The young soldier escaped. But on getting home he found it was his own wife he had killed and run through, and whose ears he had cut off.

The woman, then, must have been strangely disguised and transformed, since her husband did not recognize her and she did not make herself known to him in circumstances so desperate, with her life at stake. So both of them were apparently magicians: the one who made the prediction, and the one it was carried out on. God permits three great evils on this occasion. The first magician counsels the murder of an innocent person; the young man commits it on his own wife without knowing her; and she dies in a state of damnation, since by her magical arts she had made it impossible to recognize her.

A butcher’s wife in the town of Jena, in the duchy of Weimar in Thuringia, refused to let an old woman have a calf’s head for the very small sum she offered, and the old woman went away grumbling and muttering. A little while afterwards the butcher’s wife felt violent pains in her head. The cleverest physicians could not identify the cause and so could find no remedy. From time to time a substance like brains came out of the woman’s left ear, and at first it was supposed to be her own brain. But since she suspected the old woman of having laid a spell on her over the calf’s head, they examined the matter more closely and saw that these were calf’s brains — and what strengthened the view was that splinters of the bone of a calf’s head came out along with them. The disorder went on for some time, and in the end the butcher’s wife was completely cured. This happened in 1685. Hoffmann, who reports the story in his dissertation On the Power of the Devil over Bodies, printed in 1736, says the woman was perhaps still alive.

One day a virtuous woman was brought to Macarius the Egyptian, who had been turned into a mare by the pernicious arts of a magician. Her husband, and everyone who saw her, believed she really had been changed into a mare. She went three days and three nights without tasting food fit for either a woman or a horse. They showed her to the priests of the place, who could do nothing for her.

Then they took her to Macarius’s cell, God having revealed to the saint that she was coming. His disciples tried to send her away, taking her for a mare, but they told the saint she had arrived and why. He said to them: “You are the animals here, thinking you see what is not there. That woman has not been changed; it is your eyes that are fascinated.” And he sprinkled holy water on the woman’s head, and everyone present saw her as she had been before. He gave her something to eat and sent her home safe and sound with her husband. As she left, the saint said to her: “Do not stay away from church. This has happened to you because you went five weeks without receiving the sacrament of our Lord or attending divine service.”

Hilarion cured in much the same way, by holy water, a young girl whom a magician had made violently infatuated with a young man. The demon in her cried out to Hilarion: “You are putting me to the cruellest torments. I cannot come out until the young man who put me in here releases me, for I am chained under the threshold of the door by a band of copper covered with magical characters, and by the tow wrapped round it.” Hilarion said to him: “Your power must be very great indeed, if you can be held down by a scrap of copper and a bit of thread.” And without letting anyone take those things from under the threshold, he drove out the demon and cured the girl.

In the same place Jerome relates that a certain Italicus, a citizen of Gaza and a Christian, who bred horses for the races in the circus, had a pagan rival who held back Italicus’s horses in their course and gave extraordinary speed to his own. Italicus went to Hilarion and told him what was troubling him. The saint laughed and said, “Wouldn’t it be better to give what your horses are worth to the poor, rather than spend them on this sort of thing?” “It isn’t up to me,” said Italicus. “It is a public office I hold because I cannot get out of it, and as a Christian I cannot use malpractices against those being used on me.” The brothers who were present interceded for him, and Hilarion gave him the earthenware cup he drank from, filled it with water, and told him to sprinkle his horses with it. Italicus sprinkled not only the horses but his stable and his chariot all over, and the next day his rival’s horses and chariot were left far behind his own, which made the crowd in the arena shout, “Marnas is beaten! Christ has won!” And this victory of Italicus led to the conversion of several people at Gaza.

Will it be said that all this is only the effect of imagination, of preconception, or of the tricks of a clever charlatan? How do you persuade fifty people that a woman standing in front of their eyes has been turned into a mare, on the supposition that she has kept her own natural shape? How was it that the soldier mentioned by Aeneas Silvius did not recognize the wife he ran through with his sword and whose ears he cut off? How did Apollonius of Tyana persuade the Ephesians to kill a man who was really only a dog? How did he know that this dog, or this man, was the cause of the plague afflicting Ephesus? It is therefore very credible that the evil spirit often acts on bodies, on the air, on the earth, and on animals, and produces effects that appear beyond the power of man.

It is said that in Lapland there is a school of magic, and that fathers send their children to it, being convinced that they need magic to avoid falling into the traps of their enemies, who are themselves great magicians. They pass on the familiar spirits whose services they command to their children as an inheritance, so that these may be used to defeat the spirits of rival families.

They often use a kind of drum in their magical operations. If they want to know what is happening in a foreign country, one of them beats this drum, placing on the part where the sun is depicted a quantity of pewter rings linked by a chain of the same metal. Then they strike the drum with a forked hammer made of bone, so that the rings move, and at the same time sing a distinct song which the Lapps call jonk; and everyone of their nation who is present, men and women, adds a song of their own, uttering from time to time the name of the place they want news from.

Having beaten the drum for a while, the Lapp puts it on his head in a particular way and falls to the ground motionless, without any sign of life. All the men and women go on singing until he revives. If they stop singing, the man dies, and the same happens if anyone tries to wake him by touching his hand or his foot. They even keep the flies off him, in case their buzzing should rouse him and bring him back to life.

When he comes round he answers the questions they put to him about the place he has been. Sometimes he does not wake for twenty-four hours, sometimes more, sometimes less, depending on the distance travelled; and to confirm what he says and how far he has been, he brings back from the place he was sent to whatever token was asked of him: a knife, a ring, a pair of shoes, or some other object.

These same Lapps also use the drum to find the cause of an illness, or to deprive their enemies of life or strength. Besides this, some among them keep magic flies in a kind of leather bag, which they release from time to time against their enemies or their cattle, or simply to raise storms and hurricanes. They also have a kind of dart which they throw into the air, and which kills whoever it falls on; and a sort of small ball, nearly round, called a tyre, which they send in the same way against their enemies to destroy them, and which will unfailingly kill any other person or animal it happens to strike on the way.

Who can be persuaded that the Lapps, who sell fair winds, raise storms, report what is happening in distant places where they go, as they say, in the spirit, and bring back things they found there, do all this without the aid of magic? As for Apollonius of Tyana, it has been suggested that they contrived to smuggle away the squalid and deformed old man and put in his place a dog, which was stoned, or else substituted a dead dog. All of which would take a great deal of preparation and would be very hard to carry off in front of a whole crowd. It would perhaps be better to deny the story outright, which certainly does look very fabulous, than to fall back on explanations of that sort.






Chapter XIV. The effects of magic according to the poets

If we believed what the poets say about the effects of magic, and what the magicians boast of being able to do by their spells, nothing would be more marvellous than their art, and we should have to acknowledge that the devil’s power was very great indeed.

Pliny relates that Appion called up the spirit of Homer to learn from him what his country was and who his parents were. Philostratus says that Apollonius of Tyana went to the tomb of Achilles, summoned his shade, and begged that the hero’s form might appear to him: the tomb shook, and then he saw a young man who at first seemed about five cubits, or seven and a half feet, tall, after which the phantom expanded to twelve cubits and became strikingly beautiful. Apollonius asked him some trivial questions, and when the young man made indecent jokes with him he understood that he was possessed by a demon, drove the demon out, and cured him. But all this is fable.

Lactantius, refuting Democritus, Epicurus, and Dicaearchus, who denied the immortality of the soul, says they would not dare maintain their opinion in front of a magician, who by the power of his art and his spells has the secret of bringing souls up from the underworld, making them appear, speak, and foretell the future, and give sure signs of their presence.

Augustine, always cautious in his judgments, will not say outright whether magicians have the power to summon the spirits of the saints by their enchantments. Tertullian is bolder, and maintains that no magical art has the power to disturb the souls of the saints in their rest; all the necromancers can do is call up phantoms in a borrowed shape, which fascinate the eyes and make those present take appearance for reality. In the same passage he quotes Heraclides, who says that the Nasamones, a people of Africa, spend the night by the tombs of their close relations to receive oracles from them; and that the Celts, or Gauls, do the same at the tombs of great men, as Nicander reports.

Lucan says the magicians make thunder in the sky without Jupiter’s knowledge; that they drag the moon out of her sphere and bring her down to earth; that they disturb the course of nature, lengthen the nights and shorten the days; that the universe obeys their voice, and the world goes cold, as it were, when they speak and give orders.

People were so thoroughly convinced that magicians could bring the moon down out of the sky, and so genuinely believed that she was being summoned by magic whenever she was eclipsed, that they made a great din by beating on copper vessels, to stop the voice pronouncing the enchantments from reaching her.

These popular notions and poetic fictions deserve no credit, but they show the force of prejudice. It is said that even today the Persians think they are helping the moon during an eclipse by beating violently on brass vessels and making a great racket.

Ovid attributes to magical enchantments the summoning of the powers of hell and the dismissing of them back again, storms and tempests and the return of fine weather. To magic was also attributed the power of turning men into animals by means of certain herbs whose properties the magicians knew.

Virgil speaks of serpents put to sleep and enchanted by magicians. And Tibullus says he has seen the enchantress bring the stars down from heaven and turn aside the thunderbolt as it was about to fall on the earth, and that she has opened the ground and brought the dead out of their tombs.

Since the subject lends itself to poetic ornament, the poets have competed with one another in decorating their pages with it. Not that they were convinced there was any truth in what they said: they were the first to laugh at it when the occasion offered, as were the gravest and wisest men of antiquity. But neither princes nor priests took much trouble to undeceive the people or destroy their prejudices on these matters. The pagan religion permitted them, indeed authorized them, and part of its practice rested on superstitions of the same kind.






Chapter XV. The pagan oracles

If it were well established that the oracles of pagan antiquity were the work of the evil spirit, we could produce in them more real and palpable proof of the devil appearing among men than anything else. These much-vaunted oracles were delivered in nearly every country in the world, among nations reckoned the wisest and most enlightened: Egyptians, Chaldeans, Persians, Syrians, and even Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans. Even the most barbarous peoples had their oracles. In the pagan religion nothing was held in higher honour or boasted of more complacently.

In all their great undertakings they had recourse to the oracle. The most important business between one town and another, or one province and another, was settled by it.

The manner of delivering oracles was not the same everywhere. It is said that the bull Apis, whose worship was established in Egypt in ancient times, gave his oracles by taking or refusing food from the hand of the man consulting him. If he took it, that was a good omen; if he refused, a bad one. When this animal appeared in public he was escorted by a crowd of children who sang hymns in his honour, after which the boys were filled with sacred frenzy and began predicting the future. If the bull went quietly into his stall, that was a lucky sign; if he came out, the reverse. Such was the blindness of the Egyptians.

There were other oracles in Egypt too: those of Mercury, Apollo, Hercules, Diana, Minerva, and Jupiter Ammon, the last of which Alexander the Great consulted. But Herodotus notes that in his own day there were neither priests nor priestesses who uttered oracles there. Answers were drawn instead from omens taken at random, or from the movements of the statues of the gods, or from the first words heard after consulting. Pausanias says that the man who consults whispers his question into the ear of Mercury, then stops up his own ears, leaves the temple, and takes the first words he hears from the first person he meets as the god’s answer.

The Greeks acknowledge that they got both the names of their gods and their most ancient oracles from the Egyptians, among them Dodona, which was already much frequented in Homer’s time, and which came from the oracle of Jupiter at Thebes. The Egyptian priests said that two priestesses of that god had been carried off by Phoenician merchants and sold, one into Libya and the other into Greece. The people of Dodona said instead that two black doves had flown from Egyptian Thebes; that the one which stopped at Dodona perched on a beech tree and declared in an articulate voice that the gods willed an oracle of Jupiter to be established there; and that the other, flying into Libya, founded the oracle of Jupiter Ammon. These origins are plainly frivolous and fabulous.

The oracle of Delphi is more recent and more celebrated. Phemonoe was the first priestess of Delphi and began in the time of Acrisius, twenty-seven years before Orpheus, Musaeus, and Linus. She is said to have invented the hexameter.

But I think I can detect traces of oracles in Egypt as far back as the patriarch Joseph, and the time of Moses. The Hebrews had lived 215 years in Egypt and, having multiplied greatly, had begun to form a separate people and a kind of republic of their own. They had picked up a taste for Egyptian ceremonies, superstitions, customs, and idolatry.

Joseph was regarded as the cleverest diviner and the greatest interpreter of dreams in Egypt. It was believed he drew his oracles from inspecting the liquid he poured into his cup.

Moses, to cure the Hebrews of their leaning towards Egyptian idolatry and superstition, prescribed laws and ceremonies that served his purpose: the first sort diametrically opposed to Egyptian practice, the second superficially resembling it but differing in aim and in circumstances.

For instance, the Egyptians were in the habit of consulting diviners, magicians, dream-interpreters, and augurs, all of which Moses forbids the Hebrews on pain of severe punishment. But so that they should have no ground for complaining that their religion gave them no means of discovering future or hidden things, God, with a condescension worthy of reverent admiration, granted them the Urim and Thummim, the Doctrine and the Truth, which the high priest wore according to the ritual at the principal ceremonies of religion, and by which he delivered oracles and discovered the will of the Most High. And when the ark of the covenant and the tabernacle were built, the Lord, on being consulted by Moses, gave his answers from between the two cherubim placed on the mercy seat above the ark [Exod. 25:22]. All of which suggests that from the time of Joseph there were oracles and diviners in Egypt, and that the Hebrews consulted them.

God promised his people to raise up a prophet among them who would declare his will [Deut. 18], and in fact we find prophets inspired by God in almost every generation. The true prophets reproached the people bitterly for their impiety when, instead of coming to the prophets of the Lord, they went off to consult foreign oracles and divinities equally powerless and unreal.

We have already spoken of Laban’s teraphim and of the idols or supposed oracles of Micah and Gideon. King Saul, who apparently on Samuel’s advice had driven diviners and magicians out of Israel, wanted in his last campaign to consult the Lord, who would not answer him. He then went to a witch, who promised to call up Samuel for him. She did so, or pretended to, for the episode raises many difficulties which we shall not go into here.

The same Saul, having consulted the Lord on another occasion to know whether he should pursue the Philistines he had just defeated, was again refused an answer [1 Sam. 14:24], because his son Jonathan had tasted honey, not knowing the king had forbidden the army to eat anything before their enemies were completely destroyed.

The Lord’s silence on certain occasions, and his refusal to answer when consulted, is clear proof that he ordinarily did answer, and that they could count on receiving instruction from him unless they had put some obstacle in the way by an action that displeased him.






Chapter XVI. That a prediction coming true is not always proof that it came from God

Moses had foreseen that a people as intractable and superstitious as the Israelites would not be satisfied with the reasonable, pious, and supernatural means he had given them for discovering the future, namely prophets and the oracle of the high priest. He knew false prophets and seducers would arise among them who would try by illusions and magical secrets to lead them into error. Hence he told them [Deut. 13:1-2]: “If there arises among you a prophet, or someone who claims to have had a dream, and he foretells a wonder or something beyond the ordinary power of man, and what he predicts comes to pass; and afterwards he says to you, Come, let us go and serve strange gods you have not known — you shall not listen to him, because the Lord your God is testing you, to see whether you love him with all your heart and all your soul.”

Certainly nothing is more likely to mislead us than seeing something someone foretold actually happen.

“Show us the things that are to come,” says Isaiah, “that we may know you are gods. Let them come and foretell what is going to happen, and what was done long ago, and we will believe in them.” The proper proof of divination, says Tertullian, is that the divination is true. And Jerome: magicians confess it, soothsayers confess it, and all the learning of secular literature confesses it, that foreknowledge of the future belongs not to men but to God.

Nevertheless we have just seen Moses acknowledge that false prophets can predict things which do come to pass. And the Saviour warns us in the Gospel that at the end of the world several false prophets will arise and lead many astray: “they shall show great signs and wonders, so that if it were possible they would deceive even the elect” [Matt. 24]. So it is not precisely the outcome of the event that settles the case in a false prophet’s favour, nor the failure of predictions made by true prophets that proves they were not sent by God.

Jonah was sent to foretell the destruction of Nineveh, which did not happen; and many other threats of the prophets were never carried out, because God, moved by the repentance of sinners, revoked or commuted his earlier sentence. The repentance of the Ninevites protected them from the disaster.

Isaiah had told King Hezekiah plainly that he would not recover from his illness: “Set your house in order, for you shall die and not live.” And yet God, moved by the prince’s prayer, revoked the sentence of death, and before the prophet had left the courtyard of the king’s house God commanded him to go back and tell the king that he would add fifteen years to his life.

Moses sets out the mark of a true prophet: that he leads us towards God and his worship. And the mark of a false one: that he draws us away from the Lord and inclines us to superstition and idolatry. Balaam was a true prophet, inspired by God, who foretold things that came to pass. But his morals were thoroughly corrupt and he was extremely self-interested. He did everything he could to earn the reward the king of Moab had promised him, and to curse and destroy Israel. God did not allow it, and put blessings into his mouth instead of curses. He did not persuade the Israelites to abandon the Lord; but he advised the Moabites to seduce the people of God into fornication and into worshipping the idols of the country, and so to provoke God against them and bring down his vengeance. Moses had the leaders among the people who had consented to this crime hanged, and destroyed the Midianites who had led the Hebrews into it. And Balaam, the first cause of the whole evil, was also put to death.

In all the predictions of diviners and oracles that are followed by fulfilment, we can hardly deny that the evil spirit intervenes and discloses the future to those who consult him. Augustine, in his book On the Divination of Demons, supposes that demons are of an airy nature and far more subtle than bodies in general, so that they are incomparably lighter than men or the swiftest animals, or even than birds in flight, which allows them to report things happening in very distant places and beyond the ordinary reach of men. Moreover, since they are not subject to death as we are, they have acquired infinitely more experience than even the most experienced and observant of men. By this means they can sometimes predict things to come, announce things happening at a distance, and do some remarkable things — which has often led men to pay them divine honours, believing them to be of a far more excellent nature than their own.

But when we think seriously about what the demons predict, we may notice that often they announce nothing except what they are going to do themselves. For God sometimes permits them to cause illnesses, to corrupt the air and give it infectious qualities, and to incline the wicked to persecute good men. They carry these operations out in a hidden way, by means unknown to us and proportioned to the subtlety of their own nature. They can also announce what they have foreseen must happen, from natural signs unknown to men — as a physician foresees, by the secrets of his art, the symptoms and the course of an illness that nobody else can. So the demon, who knows our constitution and the secret tendency of our humours, can foretell the illnesses that follow from them. He can also discover our thoughts and secret wishes from certain outward movements, and from words we let drop by chance, and infer from these that men will do or attempt certain things in consequence.

But his predictions are nothing like those revealed to us by God through his angels or the prophets. Those are always certain and infallible, because their source is God, who is truth. The predictions of demons are often deceitful, because the arrangements they rest on can be changed and upset when they least expect it, by unforeseen circumstances, or by the authority of superior powers overturning the original plan, or by some particular disposition of Providence setting limits to the power of the prince of darkness. Sometimes, too, demons deliberately deceive those weak enough to trust them. But usually they throw the blame on the people who took it upon themselves to interpret their words.

So says Augustine — though he himself later admitted, in his Retractations, that he had advanced this too lightly. And although we do not entirely agree with him, holding rather that souls, angels, and demons are free of all matter, we can still apply his reasoning to evil spirits even on the supposition that they are immaterial. We may grant that they can sometimes predict the future, and that their predictions may be fulfilled. But that is no proof that they are sent by God or inspired by his Spirit. Even if they worked miracles, we must reject them the moment they turn us away from the worship of the true God, or incline us to disorderly lives.






Chapter XVII. Reasons for thinking most of the ancient oracles were impostures by the priests and priestesses, who pretended to be inspired by God

If it is true, as many have thought both in ancient and modern times, that the oracles of pagan antiquity were nothing but illusion and deception on the part of priests and priestesses who claimed to be possessed by the spirit of Python and filled with the inspiration of Apollo, who revealed to them inwardly things hidden, past, present, or future, then I must not list them here among the works of evil spirits.

The devil would have no more share in the matter than he always has in the crimes of men, and in the mass of sins that greed, ambition, self-interest, and vanity produce in the world; the devil being always ready to seize an opportunity to mislead us and draw us into error, using all our passions to lead us into the trap. If what he foretold does come about, either by chance or because he foresaw circumstances unknown to men, he takes all the credit for it, and uses it to win our confidence and gain credit for his predictions. If the matter is doubtful and he does not know how it will turn out, the demon, or the priest, or the priestess will pronounce an ambiguous oracle, so that whatever happens they will appear to have spoken truly.

The ancient lawgivers of Greece, the most skilful politicians, and the generals of armies, made adroit use of the people’s prejudice in favour of oracles, to persuade them that what had already been decided on was approved by the gods and announced by the oracle. These enterprises were often followed by success — not because the oracle had predicted or ordered it, but because the plan was well laid and well conducted, and the soldiers, being thoroughly convinced that God was on their side, fought with more than ordinary courage. Sometimes the priestess was won over with presents, and so disposed to give favourable answers. Demosthenes, speaking at Athens against Philip of Macedon, said that the priestess of Delphi had gone over to Philip, and delivered only such oracles as suited that prince’s inclinations, advantage, and interest.

Porphyry, the greatest enemy the Christian name has had, makes no difficulty about admitting that these oracles were dictated by the spirit of falsehood; that demons are the true authors of enchantments, love-potions, and spells; that they fascinate or deceive the eyes with the spectres and phantoms they cause to appear; that they are ambitious to pass for gods; that their airy and spiritual bodies are fed by the smell and smoke of the blood and fat of the animals sacrificed to them; and that the business of uttering oracles full of falsehood, equivocation, and deceit has fallen to them. At the head of these demons he places Hecate and Serapis. Iamblichus, another pagan writer, speaks of them the same way and with as much contempt.

The ancient Fathers, who lived so near the time when these oracles were still operating, several of whom had abandoned paganism for Christianity and consequently knew more about oracles than we can, speak of them as things invented, directed, and maintained by demons. The most sensible pagans speak of them no differently — but they also admit that the malice, imposture, servility, and self-interest of the priests had a great deal to do with the business, and that they exploited the simplicity, credulity, and prejudices of the people.

Plutarch tells of a governor of Cilicia who sent to consult the oracle of Mopsus while on his way to Mallus in the same province. The man carrying the sealed note fell asleep in the temple, where he saw in a dream a handsome man who said to him a single word: black. He carried this answer back to the governor, whose mysterious question he knew nothing about. Everyone who heard the reply laughed at it, not knowing what was in the note; but the governor opened it and showed them the words written inside: shall I sacrifice a black ox to you, or a white one? So the oracle had answered his question without opening the note.

But who can guarantee that the bearer of the note was not tricked in this case, as Alexander of Abonoteichus, in Paphlagonia, tricked people? This man had the skill to persuade his countrymen that he had the god Asclepius with him in the form of a tame serpent, who pronounced oracles and answered enquiries about various diseases without opening the sealed notes placed on the altar of this supposed divinity — after which, still unopened, they were found the next morning with the answer written underneath. The whole trick lay in raising the seal carefully with a heated needle, then replacing it after writing the answer at the foot of the note in the obscure and enigmatic style customary with oracles. At other times he used mastic, which while still soft took the impression of the seal, and once hardened let him apply a second seal with the same impression. He charged about ten sous a note, and kept the game going all his life, which was a long one: he died at seventy, struck by lightning, near the end of the second century. All of which can be found at greater length in Lucian’s book on the false prophet. The priest of the oracle of Mopsus could have used the same trick to open the governor’s note, and then, showing himself to the messenger during the night, delivered the answer described.

Macrobius relates that the emperor Trajan, to test the oracle of Heliopolis in Phoenicia, sent it a carefully sealed letter with nothing written inside. The oracle ordered that a blank letter be sent back to the emperor. The priests of the oracle were greatly surprised at this, not knowing the reason for it. Another time the same emperor consulted the same oracle to find out whether he would come back safe from his expedition against the Parthians. The oracle ordered that some branches of a knotted vine, which was sacred in the temple, be sent to him. Neither the emperor nor anyone else could guess what this meant. But when his body, or rather his bones, was brought back to Rome after his death on the journey, it was supposed the oracle had meant to foretell his death and to signify his fleshless bones, which do somewhat resemble vine branches.

It is easy to read it quite differently. If he had come back victorious, the vine, as the source of the wine that gladdens the heart of man and is agreeable to gods and men alike, would have signified his victory. And if the expedition came to nothing, vine wood, being useless for any kind of work and good only for burning, might in that case signify the uselessness of the expedition. It is granted that the artifice, malice, and inventiveness of the pagan priests had a great deal to do with the oracles. But are we to infer from this that the devil had no part in them at all?

We must admit that as the light of the Gospel spread through the world, by degrees the reign of the devil, of ignorance, of corrupt morals, and of crime diminished. The priests who claimed to predict, by inspiration of the evil spirit, things hidden from human knowledge, or who misled the people with their illusions and impostures, were forced to confess that the Christians had silenced them — either by the authority they exercised over the devil, or by exposing the malice and knavery of the priests, which the people had never dared to look into, out of a blind respect for this mystery of iniquity.

If anyone today wanted to deny that there were ever oracles delivered by inspiration of the devil, we could convince him from what is still practised in Lapland, and from what the missionaries report: that in India the devil reveals hidden and future things, not through the mouths of idols but through those of the priests who are present when the statues, or the demon, are questioned. And they observe that there the demon becomes mute and powerless in proportion as the light of the Gospel spreads among these nations.

So the silence of the oracles may be attributed to four things. First, to a cause above human power, namely the power of Jesus Christ and the preaching of the Gospel. Second, to men having become less superstitious and bolder in looking into the causes of these supposed revelations. Third, to their having become less credulous, as Cicero says. Fourth, to princes having silenced the oracles for fear they might inspire rebellious ideas in the nation — which is why Lucan says that kings fear the future and forbid the gods above to speak.

Strabo conjectures that the Romans neglected the oracles because they had the Sibylline books and their haruspices, which served the same purpose. Vandale shows that some traces of the oracles could still be found under the Christian emperors. So it was only gradually that they were abolished altogether; and it may be said confidently that the evil spirit did sometimes reveal the future and inspire the ministers of false gods, by permission of the Almighty, who wished to punish the confidence unbelievers placed in their idols. It would be going too far to say that everything reported of the oracles was nothing but the artifice or the malice of priests imposing on human credulity. On this subject, read Father Balthus’s learned reply to the treatises of Vandale and Fontenelle.






Chapter XVIII. On sorcerers and witches

The empire of the devil nowhere shows itself more brilliantly than in what is reported of the Sabbath, where he receives the homage of those of both sexes who have given themselves up to him. It is there, the wizards and witches say, that he exercises the greatest authority and appears in visible form — but always hideous, misshapen, and terrifying; always at night, in out-of-the-way places, and got up in a manner more gloomy than festive, dull and dreary rather than majestic and splendid. If they worship the prince of darkness there, he shows himself in a contemptible posture and a base, hideous form. If they eat, the food is filthy, tasteless, and without substance; it neither satisfies the appetite nor pleases the palate. If they dance, it is without order, without skill, without grace.

To attempt a description of the infernal Sabbath is to attempt describing something that does not exist and never has existed, except in the craving and deluded imagination of sorcerers and witches. The pictures we have of it are worked up out of the ravings of people who fancy they have been carried through the air to the Sabbath in body and soul.

People are carried there, they say, sitting on a broomstick, sometimes on clouds, sometimes on a goat. Neither the place, nor the time, nor the day of the assembly is fixed. It is sometimes in a lonely forest, sometimes in a wilderness, usually on a Wednesday or Thursday night; the most solemn of all is the eve of St John the Baptist. There each sorcerer is given the ointment he must anoint himself with when he wants to go to the Sabbath, and the spell-powder he must use in his operations. All of them must appear together at this general assembly, and anyone absent is badly used in word and deed. At the smaller meetings the demon is more indulgent towards those who stay away for some particular reason.

As for the ointment they anoint themselves with, some authors, among them Giovanni Battista Della Porta and Johann Weyer, boast that they know the recipe. Among the other ingredients there are a number of narcotic drugs, which send those who use them into a deep sleep, during which they imagine they are being carried up the chimney to the Sabbath, where at the top they find a tall black man with horns who carries them wherever they wish to go and afterwards brings them back down the same chimney. The accounts these people give, and their descriptions of their assemblies, lack all consistency and agreement.

The demon, their chief, appears there either as a goat, or as a great black dog, or as an enormous raven. He is seated on a raised throne and receives the homage of those present in a manner decency does not allow us to describe. In this nocturnal assembly they sing, they dance, they abandon themselves to the most shameful disorder; they sit down at table and enjoy good cheer — while at the same time they see on the table neither knife nor fork, salt nor oil, and find the food without flavour, and leave the table with their hunger unsatisfied.

One would suppose it was the prospect of better fortune, and the wish to get rich, that drew men and women there. The devil never fails to make them magnificent promises, or so the sorcerers say and believe, deceived no doubt by their own imaginations. But experience shows that these people are always ragged, despised, and wretched, and usually end their lives violently and in disgrace.

When they are first admitted to the Sabbath, the demon writes their name and surname in his register and makes them sign it. Then he makes them renounce the chrism and their baptism, and renounce Jesus Christ and his Church. And to give them a distinguishing character and mark them out as his own, he presses a certain mark into their bodies with the nail of the little finger of one hand. This mark, once impressed, leaves the spot numb to pain. They even claim he impresses this character on three different parts of the body, at three different times, and that he does not do it before the person is twenty-five.

But none of this deserves the slightest attention. There may well be a numb patch somewhere on a man’s or a woman’s body, from illness, or from the effect of remedies or drugs, or simply naturally — and that is no proof the devil had anything to do with it. There have been people accused of magic and sorcery on whom no such marked or insensible spot could be found, however carefully they were searched. Others have declared that the devil never made any such marks on them. On this whole question, consult the second letter of Monsieur de Saint-André, physician to the king, who works out very well what has been claimed about these marks of sorcerers.

The word Sabbath, taken in the sense used above, is not found in the ancient writers. Neither the Hebrews nor the Egyptians, the Greeks nor the Latins, knew it. Nor is the thing itself — a nocturnal assembly of people devoted to the devil — to be found in antiquity, although magicians, sorcerers, and witches are mentioned often enough, meaning people who boasted of exercising a kind of power over the devil, and through him over animals, the air, the stars, and the lives and fortunes of men.

Horace uses the word coticia for the night meetings of magicians, deriving it from Cotys or Cotto, goddess of vice, who presided over assemblies held at night where the Bacchantes gave themselves up to every kind of dissolute pleasure. But that is a very different thing from the witches’ Sabbath.

Others derive the term from Sabazius, an epithet of Bacchus, whose night festivals were celebrated in debauchery. Arnobius and Julius Firmicus Maternus tell us that at these festivals a golden serpent was slipped into the bosom of the initiate and drawn downwards. But this etymology is too far-fetched. The people who gave the name Sabbath to the assemblies of sorcerers apparently meant to compare them derisively to the assemblies of the Jews and what they did in their synagogues on the Sabbath.

The oldest document in which I have been able to find any express mention of nocturnal assemblies of sorcerers is in the Capitularies, where it is said that women led astray by the illusions of demons claim to travel at night with the goddess Diana and a countless number of other women, borne through the air on various animals, covering great distances in a few hours, and obeying Diana as their queen. So it was to the goddess Diana, or the Moon, and not to Lucifer, that homage was paid. The Germans call what we call the Sabbath the witches’ dance, and say these people assemble on the Brocken.

The famous Agobard, archbishop of Lyon, who lived under the emperor Louis the Pious, wrote a treatise against certain superstitious people of his time who believed that storms, hail, and thunder were caused by particular sorcerers whom they called tempestarii, or storm-brewers, who raised rain in the air, caused storms and thunder, and brought sterility on the land. They called these extraordinary rains aurae levatitiae, as if to signify that they had been raised by magic. In this region people still call such violent rains alvace. There were even people prejudiced enough to boast that they knew storm-brewers who could steer tempests wherever they liked and turn them aside at will. Agobard questioned some of them, and they were obliged to admit they had not been present at any of the things they described.

Agobard maintains that all this is the work of God alone; that the saints have indeed often performed such prodigies with God’s help, but that neither the devil nor sorcerers can do anything of the kind. He notes that among his people there were superstitious persons who would very punctually pay what they called the canonicum, a sort of tribute offered to these storm-brewers so that they should do them no harm, while refusing the tithe to the priest and alms to the widow, the orphan, and the poor.

He adds that he had lately come across people foolish enough to spread a report that Grimoald, duke of Benevento, had sent men into France carrying certain powders, which they scattered over fields, mountains, meadows, and springs, killing an enormous number of animals. Several of these people were arrested and admitted they were carrying such powders; and although they were put to various tortures, they could not be made to retract what they had said.

Others claimed there was a country called Magonia, from which ships were borne through the air and carried off the crops, and that certain wizards had cut down trees to carry them off to that country. He says, moreover, that one day three men and a woman were brought before him who were said to have fallen from these ships floating in the air. They were held in custody for some days, and at last, when confronted with their accusers, the accusers were obliged, after arguing the matter and making several depositions, to admit that they knew nothing certain about the abduction or the supposed fall from a ship in the sky.

Charlemagne in his Capitularies, and the writers of his time, also speak of these storm-brewing wizards and enchanters, and ordered that they be reprimanded and severely punished.

Pope Gregory IX, in a letter of 1234 addressed to the archbishop of Mainz, the bishop of Hildesheim, and Master Conrad, describes the abominations of which the Stedinger heretics were accused. When they receive a novice, he says, and he enters their assemblies for the first time, he sees an enormous toad, as big as a goose or bigger. Some kiss it on the mouth, some behind. Then the novice meets a pale man with very black eyes, so thin he is nothing but skin and bone. He kisses him and finds him cold as ice. After this kiss the novice easily forgets the Catholic faith. Afterwards they hold a feast together, and then a black cat comes down from behind a statue that usually stands in the room where they meet.

The novice first kisses the cat on the back, then the president of the assembly, then any others who are worthy of it. The imperfect receive only a kiss from the master. They promise obedience, after which they put out the lights and commit every kind of disorder. Every year at Easter they receive the Lord’s Body, carry it in their mouths back to their own houses, and throw it away. They believe in Lucifer, and say the Master of Heaven cast him into hell unjustly and by a trick. They believe also that Lucifer created the things of heaven, that he will return to glory after overthrowing his adversary, and that through him they will win eternal happiness. The letter is dated 13 June 1233.






Chapter XIX. Instances of sorcerers and witches who claimed to be carried to the Sabbath

Everything said about witches going to the Sabbath is treated as a fable, and we have several examples proving that they never leave their bed or their room. It is true that some of them anoint themselves with a certain grease or ointment that makes them drowsy and insensible, and during this stupor they imagine they go to the Sabbath and see and hear there what everyone says is seen and heard there.

We read in the book called the Malleus Maleficarum, or the Hammer of Sorcerers, that a woman in the hands of the Inquisitors assured them she really and bodily went wherever she wished, even if she were shut up in prison and closely guarded, and however distant the place.

The Inquisitors ordered her to go to a certain place, speak to certain people, and bring back news of them. She promised to obey, and was immediately locked in a room, where she lay down stretched out as if dead. They went in and moved her, but she stayed motionless and without the slightest sensation, so that when they held a lighted candle to her foot and burnt it she felt nothing. A little later she came to herself and gave an account of the errand they had sent her on, saying she had had a great deal of trouble getting there. They asked her what was wrong with her foot; she said it had hurt very much since her return and she did not know why.

Then the Inquisitors told her what had happened: that she had not stirred from the spot, and that the pain in her foot came from a lighted candle applied during her supposed absence. Once the thing was verified, she admitted her folly, asked pardon, and promised never to fall into it again.

Other historians say that by means of certain drugs which both wizards and witches rub on themselves, they really and bodily are carried to the Sabbath. Torquemada relates, on the authority of Paolo Grillandi, that a husband who suspected his wife of being a witch wanted to know whether she went to the Sabbath and how she got there. He watched her so closely that he saw her one day anoint herself with a certain ointment, take the shape of a bird, and fly away; and he did not see her again until the next morning, when he found her beside him. He questioned her hard without getting her to admit anything, until at last he told her what he had seen, and by beating her with a stick forced her to tell him her secret and take him with her to the Sabbath.

When they arrived, he sat down at table with the rest; but since all the food was completely tasteless, he asked for salt. They were a long time bringing any. At last, seeing a salt-cellar, he said, “God be praised, here is some salt at last!” At that instant he heard a tremendous noise, the whole company vanished, and he found himself alone and naked in a field among the mountains. He went on and found some shepherds, and learned that he was more than three leagues from his home. He got back as best he could, and when he had reported the matter to the Inquisitors they had the woman and several of her accomplices arrested and punished as they deserved.

The same author relates that a woman coming back from the Sabbath, being carried through the air by the evil spirit, heard the morning bell for the Angelus. The devil dropped her instantly and she fell into a thorn hedge on a riverbank, her hair falling loose over her neck and shoulders. She caught sight of a young lad who, after much pleading, came and pulled her out and took her to the next village, where her house was. It took the most persistent and repeated questioning on the boy’s part before she would tell him truthfully what had happened; she gave him presents and begged him to say nothing, but the story got about all the same.

If we could rely on the truth of these stories, and of the endless others like them that books are full of, we might believe that sorcerers are sometimes carried bodily to the Sabbath. But comparing them with the other stories that prove they go only in mind and imagination, we may say boldly that what is told of wizards and witches who go, or think they go, to the Sabbath is usually nothing but illusion on the devil’s part and self-deception on the part of those of both sexes who fancy they fly and travel while in reality never leaving their beds.

The spirit of malice and falsehood being mixed into this foolish delusion, they confirm themselves in their folly and draw others into the same impiety; for Satan has a thousand ways of deceiving men and keeping them in error. Magic, impiety, and enchantments are often the effects of a diseased imagination. It rarely happens that people of this kind do not fall into every excess of licentiousness, irreligion, and theft, and into the most outrageous consequences of hatred towards their neighbours.

Some have believed that demons took the shape of the sorcerers and witches who were supposed to be at the Sabbath, and that they kept simple people in their foolish belief by appearing in the form of those reputed to be witches, while the witches themselves were quietly asleep in bed. But this view raises difficulties as great as, or greater than, the opinion we are arguing against. It is far from easy to see why the devil should take the shape of supposed sorcerers, appear in that form, eat, drink, travel, and do other things, all to make fools believe that sorcerers go to the Sabbath. What does the devil gain by making idiots believe such things, or keeping them in such an error?

Nevertheless it is related that Germanus, bishop of Auxerre, travelling one day and passing through a village in his diocese, noticed after taking some refreshment that a great supper was being prepared and the table laid afresh. He asked whether they were expecting company, and was told it was for the good women who go by night. Germanus understood perfectly well what was meant and resolved to sit up and see how the business ended.

Some time later he saw a crowd of demons arrive in the shape of men and women and sit down at table in his presence. Germanus forbade them to leave, and calling the people of the house asked whether they knew these persons. They answered that they were such and such of their neighbours. “Go and see whether they are at home,” he said. They went, and found them all asleep in their beds. The saint then conjured the demons and forced them to declare that this is how they mislead men and make them believe there are sorcerers and witches who go to the Sabbath at night; and they obeyed, and vanished in great confusion.

This story can be read in old manuscripts, and is found in Jacobus de Voragine, in Pierre de Noëls, in Antoninus, and in old breviaries of Auxerre both printed and manuscript. I do not vouch for its truth at all; I think it entirely apocryphal. But it does prove that those who wrote and copied it believed these nocturnal journeys of sorcerers and witches to the Sabbath were mere illusions of the devil.

In fact it is hardly possible to explain everything said about sorcerers and witches going to the Sabbath without bringing in the agency of the devil — to which we must add a disturbed imagination, a mind led astray and foolishly prepossessed, and, if you like, a few drugs that affect the brain, stir up the humours, and produce dreams answering to impressions already in the mind.

In Della Porta and in Cardano and elsewhere may be found the composition of the ointments witches are said to anoint themselves with in order to be transported to the Sabbath. But the only real effect these produce is to send them to sleep, disturb their imagination, and make them believe they are making long journeys while they lie fast asleep in bed.

The fathers of the council of Paris in 829 acknowledge that magicians, wizards, and people of that sort are the agents and instruments of the devil in exercising their diabolical art; that they disturb the minds of certain people with potions meant to inspire impure love; and that they are convinced they can trouble the sky, raise tempests, send hail, foretell the future, blight the fruit, and take the milk from one man’s cattle to give it to another’s. The bishops conclude that the full rigour of the laws princes have made against such people ought to be enforced, and all the more justly since it is plain that they have given themselves up to the service of the devil.

Sprenger, in the Malleus Maleficarum, tells of a peasant in Swabia walking in his fields with his little girl, a child of about eight, who complained of the drought and said, “When will God send us some rain?” The girl told him at once that she could bring rain down whenever he liked.

“And who taught you that?”

“My mother,” she said, “and she has strictly forbidden me to tell anyone.”

“And what did she do to give you this power?”

“She took me to a master, who comes to me as often as I call him.”

“And have you seen this master?”

“Yes,” she said. “I have often seen men come to my mother’s house, and she has given me to one of them.”

After this exchange the father asked how she would go about making it rain on his field only. She asked for nothing but a little water, and he took her to a nearby brook; and the girl having called the water in the name of the one her mother had given her to, they saw abundant rain fall at once on the peasant’s field.

The father, now convinced his wife was a witch, denounced her to the judges, who condemned her to be burned. The daughter was baptized and dedicated to God, and thereupon lost the power of making rain at will.






Chapter XX. The case of Louis Gaufridi and Madeleine de la Palud, who confessed themselves sorcerer and witch

This is an unheard-of case: a man and a woman who declared themselves to be a sorcerer and a witch.

Louis Gaufridi, curé of the parish of Les Accoules at Marseille, was accused of magic and arrested at the beginning of 1611. Christophe Gaufridi, his uncle, of Pourrières near Beauversas, had sent him six months before his own death a small notebook of six written leaves, with two lines of French verse at the foot of each page and, on the rest, characters or ciphers said to contain magical mysteries. Louis Gaufridi thought little of the book at first and kept it for five years.

At the end of that time, having read the French verses, the devil presented himself in human shape, by no means deformed, and told him he had come to grant all his wishes if he would make over to him the credit for all his good works. Gaufridi accepted the terms. He asked to enjoy a great reputation for wisdom and virtue among respectable people, and to be able to make any woman or girl he pleased fall in love with him simply by breathing on her.

Lucifer promised him all this in writing, and Gaufridi soon saw his designs perfectly fulfilled.

He fixed on a young girl named Madeleine, daughter of a gentleman called Mandol de la Palud. She was nine years old when Gaufridi, under the pretext of devotion and spiritual direction, gave her to understand that as her spiritual father he had the right to dispose of her, and persuaded her to give herself to the devil. Some years afterwards he made her sign a paper in her own blood, handing herself over further; and it is said he made her sign seven or eight more. He then breathed on her, filled her with a violent passion for himself, and abused her. He gave her a familiar spirit that attended and followed her everywhere.

One day he carried her to the witches’ Sabbath, held on a high mountain near Marseille. She saw people of every nation there, and Gaufridi in particular, who held a distinguished rank among them and who had marks stamped on her head and on several other parts of her body. This girl afterwards became an Ursuline nun and was taken to be possessed by the devil.

Gaufridi filled several other women with a disordered passion by breathing on them, and this diabolical power lasted six years. At the end of that time it was discovered that he was a sorcerer and a magician; and Mademoiselle de Mandol, having been arrested by the Inquisition and questioned by Father Michaëlis, admitted a great part of what we have just described, and during the exorcisms revealed a good deal more. She was then nineteen.

All this brought Gaufridi to the notice of the parlement of Provence. They arrested him, and proceedings began in February 1611. They heard in particular the deposition of Madeleine de la Palud, who gave a full account of Gaufridi’s magic and of what he had done with her; that he had been a magician for fourteen years and the chief of the magicians; and that if he had been taken by the civil power, the devil would have carried him off body and soul to hell.

Gaufridi had gone to prison voluntarily, and from his first examination denied everything and presented himself as an upright man. But the depositions against him showed that his heart was thoroughly corrupt, and that he had seduced Mademoiselle de Mandol and other women, which he confessed. The young lady was heard formally on 21 February and gave the history of her seduction, of Gaufridi’s magic, and of the Sabbath he had had her carried to several times.

Some time afterwards, confronted with Gaufridi, she declared that he was a worthy man, that everything reported against him was imaginary, and retracted everything she had confessed herself. Gaufridi for his part acknowledged his illicit relationship with her, denied all the rest, and maintained that it was the devil who possessed her that had put everything she said into her mouth.

He admitted that when he had resolved to reform his life Lucifer appeared to him and threatened him with many misfortunes, several of which he had in fact suffered; that he had burnt the book of magic in which he had put Mademoiselle de la Palud’s papers and his own, made with the devil; but that when he later looked for them he was astonished not to find them.

He spoke at length about the Sabbath, and said there was a magician near Nice who kept all sorts of garments ready for the use of the sorcerers; and that on the day of the Sabbath there is a bell weighing a hundred pounds and four ells across, with a wooden clapper, which makes a dull and mournful sound. He described a number of horrors, impieties, and abominations committed at the Sabbath. And he repeated the terms of the paper Lucifer had given him, by which he bound himself to cast a spell on any woman who took his fancy.

After this account of the evidence, the attorney-general drew his conclusions. Gaufridi having been convicted of bearing various marks on several parts of his body which, when pricked, produced neither pain nor blood; of having been illicitly involved with Madeleine de la Palud, both in church and in her own house, by day and by night, and by letters written in amorous characters invisible to anyone but her; of having induced her to renounce her God and her Church, and of her having received several diabolical characters on her body; of having admitted himself to be a sorcerer and a magician; of having kept a book of magic and used it to conjure and invoke the evil spirit; and of having gone with Madeleine to the Sabbath, where he committed an endless number of scandalous, impious, and abominable acts, including the worship of Lucifer — for these causes the attorney-general demanded that Gaufridi be declared attainted and convicted; and that in reparation he first be degraded from holy orders by the bishop of Marseille, his diocesan, and then condemned to make public amends on a day of audience, head and feet bare, a rope around his neck, holding a lighted taper, asking pardon of God, the king, and the court. Then he was to be handed over to the executioner, taken to all the principal places and crossroads of the city of Aix and torn with red-hot pincers over his whole body; after which, in the Place des Jacobins, he was to be burned alive and his ashes scattered to the wind. And before execution he was to be put to the question and tormented as grievously as could be devised, in order to extract from him the names of his accomplices. Deliberated 18 April 1611, and the decree given accordingly on 29 April 1611.

Gaufridi, having undergone the question both ordinary and extraordinary, declared that he had seen nobody at the Sabbath whom he knew except Mademoiselle de Mandol; that he had also seen monks of certain orders there, which he did not name, and whose names he did not know; and that the devil anointed the sorcerers’ heads with certain ointments that wiped everything from their memory.

Despite this decree of the parlement of Provence, many people believed Gaufridi was a sorcerer only in imagination. The author from whom we take this history says that there are parlements, among them the parlement of Paris, which do not punish sorcerers when no other crime is combined with the magic; and that experience has shown that where sorcerers are not punished but simply treated as madmen, in time they cease to be sorcerers, because they stop feeding their imaginations on these ideas — whereas in places where sorcerers were burned, nothing else was ever seen, because everyone was confirmed in the same prejudice. That is what this writer says.

But we cannot conclude from this that God never permits the devil to exercise his power over men, and to lead them to the last extremes of malice and impiety, and to spread darkness over their minds and corruption in their hearts, which hurry them into an abyss of disorder and ruin. The devil tempted Job by God’s permission. The messenger of Satan and the thorn in the flesh wore Paul down; he asked to be delivered from them, and was told that the grace of God would let him resist his enemies, and that strength is made perfect in weakness. Satan took possession of the heart of Judas and led him to betray his Master to the Jews. Our Lord, wishing to warn his disciples against the impostors who would appear after his ascension, says that by God’s permission these impostors would work such miracles as might mislead even the elect, were that possible. And elsewhere he tells them that Satan has asked God’s permission to sift them like wheat, but that he has prayed for them that their faith may hold.

So then, with God’s permission, the devil can lead men into such excesses as we have just seen in Mademoiselle de la Palud and the priest Louis Gaufridi — perhaps even so far as really carrying them through the air to unknown places and to what is called the witches’ Sabbath; or else, without actually taking them anywhere, so striking their imagination and misleading their senses that they think they move, see, and hear, when in fact they never leave their places, see nothing, and hear nothing.

Note also that the parlement of Aix passed no sentence on the young woman, it being their practice to inflict no other punishment on those who had let themselves be seduced and dishonoured than the shame they carried ever afterwards. As for the curé Gaufridi, in the account they rendered to the chancellor of the sentence they had passed, they say that he was indeed accused of sorcery, but that he had been condemned to the fire as arraigned and convicted of spiritual incest with Madeleine de la Palud, his penitent.






Chapter XXI. Reasons proving that transport to the Sabbath is at least possible

Everything just said tends rather to prove that the journey of sorcerers and witches to the Sabbath is only an illusion, a deranged imagination on their part and malice and deceit on the devil’s, who misleads them and persuades them to give themselves to him and renounce true religion by dangling empty promises of riches, honours, pleasures, and prosperity — rather than to convince us of the reality of any bodily transport to what they call the Sabbath.

Here, though, are some arguments and examples which seem at least to prove that such transport is not impossible; for the impossibility of it is one of the strongest objections raised against the opinion that supposes it.

There is no difficulty in believing that God may allow the devil to mislead men and carry them into every excess of irregularity, error, and impiety, and that he may also permit him to do some things that strike us as astonishing and even miraculous — whether the devil achieves them by natural power, or by the supernatural concurrence of God, who uses the evil spirit to punish a creature that has willingly abandoned him to give himself to his enemy.

The prophet Ezekiel was carried through the air from Chaldea, where he was a captive, to Judea and into the temple of the Lord, where he saw the abominations the Israelites were committing in that holy place; and from there he was brought back to Chaldea by the ministry of angels, as we shall describe in another chapter.

We know from the Gospel that the devil carried our Saviour to the highest point of the temple at Jerusalem. We know too that the prophet Habakkuk was carried from Judea to Babylon to bring food to Daniel in the lions’ den. Paul tells us he was carried up to the third heaven and heard things that cannot be uttered, though he admits he does not know whether it was in the body or only in the spirit — so he did not doubt that a man might be carried body and soul through the air. The deacon Philip was carried by the Spirit of God from the Gaza road to Azotus in a very short time. And we learn from Church history that Simon the magician was carried up into the air by the devil, from where he was thrown down by the prayers of Peter.

John the Deacon, who wrote the life of Gregory the Great, relates that a man called Farold brought some women of disorderly life into the monastery of St Andrew at Rome, to amuse himself with them there and insult the monks; and that the same night, having occasion to go outside, he was suddenly seized and carried up into the air by demons, who held him hanging by his hair, unable to open his mouth to cry out, until the hour of matins, when Pope Gregory, the founder and protector of that monastery, appeared to him, reproached him for profaning a holy place, and foretold that he would die within the year, as he did.

I have been told by a magistrate as incapable of being deceived by illusions as of imposing them on others, that on 16 October 1716 a carpenter who lived in a village near Barr in Alsace, called Heiligenstein, was found at five in the morning in the loft of a cooper at Barr. The cooper, having gone up to fetch the timber he needed for the day’s work, and having opened the door, which was bolted on the outside, saw a man lying face down and fast asleep. He recognized him, and asked what he was doing there; and the carpenter, utterly astonished, said he had no idea how or by whom he had been brought to that place.

The cooper did not believe him and said he had plainly come to rob him, and had him taken before the magistrate of Barr. Questioned about the matter, the carpenter told him quite simply that having set out about four in the morning to walk from Heiligenstein to Barr, there being only a quarter of an hour between the two places, he suddenly saw, in a green and grassy spot, a magnificent feast, brilliantly lit, with a number of people thoroughly enjoying a sumptuous meal and dancing. Two women he knew, inhabitants of Barr, invited him to join the party. He sat down at table and shared the good cheer for a quarter of an hour at most; after which one of the guests cried out Citò! Citò! — quickly, quickly — and he found himself carried gently to the cooper’s loft, without knowing how he had got there.

This is what he declared before the magistrate. The most striking part of the story is that no sooner had the carpenter deposed all this than the two women of Barr who had invited him to the feast hanged themselves, each in her own house.

The senior magistrates, afraid of pushing matters so far as to compromise perhaps half the inhabitants of Barr, prudently decided not to enquire any further. They treated the carpenter as a visionary and the two women who hanged themselves as lunatics; and so the business was hushed up and the matter ended.

If this is what is meant by the witches’ Sabbath, then neither the carpenter, nor the two women, nor apparently any of the other guests had any need to arrive mounted on a demon. They were far too close to their own houses to require superhuman means of getting to the meeting-place. We are not told how these guests got to the feast, nor how each returned home; the spot was so near the town that they could easily have come and gone without outside assistance.

But if secrecy was necessary and they were afraid of discovery, it is very likely the devil carried them home through the air before daybreak, as he carried the carpenter to the cooper’s loft. Whatever construction is put on the event, it is certainly hard not to recognize a plain work of the evil spirit in the carpenter’s being carried through the air and finding himself, without knowing it, in a securely bolted loft. The women who hanged themselves showed clearly that they feared something worse from the law, had they been convicted of magic and witchcraft. And had their accomplices, whose names would have had to be given up, not as much to fear?

William of Newburgh tells another story much like this one. A peasant, hearing one night as he passed a burial mound a tuneful concert of voices, went closer, found the door open, put his head in, and saw in the middle a grand feast, well lit, and a well-laid table with men and women making merry round it. One of the attendants noticed him and offered him a cup full of liquor; he took it, spilled the liquor, and fled with the cup to the nearest village, where he stopped. If our carpenter had done the same, instead of enjoying himself at the feast of the witches of Barr, he would have spared himself a great deal of trouble.

We have in history several instances of people full of religion and piety who in the fervour of their prayers have been lifted into the air and remained there for some time. I have known a good monk who sometimes rises from the ground and stays suspended without wishing it and without trying, particularly on seeing some devotional image or hearing some devout prayer such as the Gloria in excelsis Deo. I know a nun to whom it has often happened, against her will, to find herself raised a certain distance from the ground; it was not by choice, nor from any wish to make herself conspicuous, since she was genuinely embarrassed by it. Was it by the ministry of angels, or by the artifice of the seducing spirit wanting to fill her with vanity and pride? Or was it the natural effect of divine love, or of the fervour of devotion in such people?

I do not notice that the ancient fathers of the desert, who were so spiritual, so fervent, and so great in prayer, had ecstasies of this kind. These risings into the air are commoner among our modern saints. We may see it in the life of Philip Neri, where his ecstasies and elevations from the ground are described, sometimes to a height of several yards and almost to the ceiling of his room, and entirely involuntary. He tried in vain to hide it from those present, for fear of attracting their admiration and taking some vain satisfaction in it. The writers who give us these details do not say what the cause was, whether these ecstatic elevations were produced by the fervour of the Holy Spirit, or by the ministry of good angels, or by a miraculous favour of God, who wished to honour his servants in the eyes of men.

Giovanni Colombini made use of Catherine Colombini, a girl of extraordinary virtue, in establishing the nuns of his order. It is said of her that she sometimes remained in a trance, raised two yards from the ground, motionless, speechless, and insensible.

The same is said of Ignatius Loyola, who remained rapt in God, lifted two feet from the ground, his body shining like light. He was seen to remain in a trance, insensible and almost without breathing, for eight days together.

Robert of La Chaise-Dieu also rose from the ground, sometimes to a height of a foot and a half, to the great astonishment of his disciples and attendants. We find similar trances and elevations in the lives of Bernardo Tolomei, founder of the congregation of Monte Oliveto; of Philip Benizi of the Servite order; of Cajetan, founder of the Theatines; of Albert of Sicily, confessor, who rose three cubits from the ground during his prayers; and lastly of Dominic, founder of the Order of Preachers.

It is related of Christina, a virgin of Sint-Truiden, that being taken for dead and carried into the church in her coffin, she suddenly rose during the service and went up as high as the roof beams, as lightly as a bird. Returning home with her sisters, she told them she had been taken first to purgatory, then to hell, and finally to paradise, where God had given her the choice of staying there or of returning to this world to do penance for the souls she had seen in purgatory. She chose the latter, and was brought back to her body by the holy angels. From that time she could not bear the smell of the human body, and would go up into trees and onto the highest towers with incredible lightness, to watch and pray there. She was so light in running that she outran the fastest dogs. Her parents tried everything to stop her, even loading her with chains, but she always got free. So many other things almost past belief are told of this saint that I dare not repeat them here.

Nicole, in his letters, speaks of a nun named Seraphina who in her ecstasies rose from the ground with such force that five or six of the sisters could hardly hold her down.

Reasoning on the fact, he says that it proves nothing at all about Sister Seraphina; but that the thing, properly verified, proves God and the devil, that is to say the whole of religion; that if the fact is established it is of the greatest consequence to religion; that the world is full of people who believe only what cannot be doubted; and that the great heresy of the age is no longer Calvinism or Lutheranism but atheism. There are all sorts of atheists: some real, some pretended, some determined, some wavering, and some merely tempted. We ought not to neglect such people. The grace of God is all-powerful, and we must not despair of bringing them back by good arguments and by solid and convincing proofs. Now if these facts are certain, we must conclude that there is a God, or else that there are evil angels who imitate the works of God and perform, by themselves or their subordinates, works capable of deceiving even the elect.

One of the oldest instances I can find of a person being raised from the ground untouched is that of Dunstan, archbishop of Canterbury, who died in 988 and who, shortly before his death, as he was going upstairs to his room in company with several people, was seen to rise from the ground; and since everyone present was astonished, he took the opportunity to speak of his approaching death.

Trithemius, writing of Elizabeth, abbess of Schönau in the diocese of Trier, says that she was sometimes in an ecstatic trance, remaining motionless and without breathing for a long time. During these intervals she learned admirable things by revelation and by her dealings with blessed spirits; and when she revived she would speak divinely, sometimes in German, her native language, sometimes in Latin, though she knew no Latin. Trithemius did not doubt her sincerity or the truth of what she said. She died in 1165.

Richard, abbot of Saint-Vanne of Verdun, was seen in 1036 raised from the ground while saying mass in the presence of Duke Gozelo, his sons, and a great number of lords and soldiers.

In the last century the reverend father Domingo of the Discalced Carmelites was raised from the ground before the king and queen of Spain and the whole court, so that they had only to blow on his body to move it about like a soap bubble.






Chapter XXII. The same subject continued

We cannot reasonably dispute the truth of these ecstatic trances, or of the elevation of the bodies of certain saints some distance from the ground, since so many witnesses support them.

To apply this to the matter in hand, might it not be said that sorcerers and witches, by the operation of the devil and with God’s permission, and with the help of a lively and subtle constitution, are made light and rise into the air, where their heated imagination and prepossessed minds lead them to believe they have done, seen, and heard things that have no reality outside their own brains?

I shall be told that the parallel I am drawing between the actions of saints, which can only be attributed to angels and the operation of the Holy Spirit, or to the fervour of their charity and devotion, and what happens to wizards and witches, is offensive and injurious. I know how to make the proper distinction. But do not the books of the Old and New Testament set the true miracles of Moses side by side with those of Pharaoh’s magicians, and those of antichrist and his followers beside those of the saints and apostles? And does not Paul tell us that the angel of darkness often transforms himself into an angel of light?

In the first edition of this work we spoke at length about certain people who boast of having what they call “the garter,” by means of which they can cover in a few hours what would naturally take them several days’ travelling. Almost incredible things are told on this subject; and yet the details are so circumstantial that there can hardly fail to be some foundation for them. The devil may transport such people in a forced and violent manner which leaves them as exhausted as if they really had made the journey at more than ordinary speed.

Take the two cases reported by Torquemada. The first concerns a poor scholar of his acquaintance, a clever man who eventually became physician to Charles V. While studying at Guadalupe he was invited by a traveller in a monk’s habit, to whom he had done some small service, to mount up behind him on his horse, which looked a poor, tired animal. He got up and rode all night without noticing that they were going at any extraordinary pace; but in the morning he found himself near the city of Granada. The young man went into the town, and his guide rode on.

Another time, the father of a young man known to the same Torquemada was travelling with his son to Granada, and passing through the village of Almeda they met a man on horseback going the same way. After travelling two or three leagues together they halted, and the horseman spread his cloak on the grass so that there was not a crease in it. They laid out all the provisions they had on the spread cloak and let their horses graze. They ate and drank at their leisure, and having told their servants to bring the horses, the horseman said to them: “Gentlemen, no need to hurry, you will reach the town early.” And at the same moment he showed them Granada, less than a quarter of an hour away.

Something equally marvellous is told of a canon of the cathedral of Beauvais. The chapter of that church had long been obliged to discharge a certain personal duty owed to the Church of Rome. The canons having chosen one of their number to go to Rome for the purpose, the canon put off his departure from day to day, and finally set out after matins on Christmas Day; arrived at Rome the same day; discharged his commission there; and came back with the same speed, bringing with him the original of the bond that obliged the canons to send one of their body to make this offering in person. However fabulous and incredible the story may look, it is asserted that there are authentic proofs of it in the cathedral archives, and that on the canon’s tomb the figures of demons may still be seen carved at the four corners in memory of the event. They even claim that the celebrated Father Mabillon saw the authentic voucher.

Now, if this and the others like it are not entirely fabulous, we cannot deny that they are the effects of magic and the work of the evil spirit.

Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny, relates something so extraordinary that happened in his own time that I would not repeat it here had it not been witnessed by the whole town of Mâcon. The count of that town, a very violent man, exercised a kind of tyranny over the clergy and everything belonging to them, without troubling either to conceal his violence or to find a pretext for it; he carried it on openly and gloried in it. One day, as he was sitting in his palace with several nobles and others, they saw a stranger come in on horseback, who rode up to the count and told him to follow. The count rose and followed him, and at the door found a horse ready saddled. He mounted it, and was immediately carried up into the air, crying out in a terrible voice to those present, “Help me!” The whole town ran out at the noise, but they soon lost sight of him; and nobody doubted that the devil had flown away with him, to be his companion in torment and to pay for his excesses and his violence.

So it is not absolutely impossible that a person should be raised into the air and carried to some very high and distant place, by the order or permission of God, by good spirits or bad. But we must admit that the thing is very rare, and that in everything told of sorcerers and witches and their gatherings at the Sabbath there is an infinity of stories that are false, absurd, ridiculous, and utterly improbable. Nicolas Rémy, attorney-general of Lorraine and author of the celebrated Demonolatry, who tried a great number of the sorcerers and witches then infesting Lorraine, produces hardly any proof from which we can infer the truth and reality of witchcraft, or of wizards and witches being carried to the Sabbath.






Chapter XXIII. Obsession and possession by the devil

Obsessions and possessions by the devil are rightly counted among the appearances of the evil spirit among men.

We call it obsession when the demon acts from outside on the person he besets, and possession when he acts from within: agitating them, stirring up their ill humour, making them utter blasphemies, speak languages they never learned, reveal unknown secrets, and display knowledge of the most obscure points of philosophy or theology.

Saul was agitated and possessed by the evil spirit, who at intervals worked on his melancholy humour and roused his animosity and jealousy against David — or who, taking the occasion of the natural movement of these dark moods, seized him, shook him, and threw him off his usual balance. Those the Gospel describes as possessed, who cried out that Jesus was the Christ and that he had come to torment them before the time, and that he was the Son of God, are instances of possession.

But the demon Asmodeus, who beset Sarah, daughter of Raguel, and killed her first seven husbands; and those in the Gospel who were simply afflicted with diseases or disabilities thought incurable; and those Scripture sometimes calls lunatics, who foamed at the mouth, went into convulsions, fled from human company, and were violent and dangerous, so that they had to be chained to stop them striking and hurting others — these people were merely beset, or obsessed, by the devil.

Opinions are much divided on obsession and possession. The hardened Jews and the ancient enemies of the Christian religion, convinced by the evidence of the miracles they saw worked by Jesus Christ, by his apostles, and by Christians, dared dispute neither their truth nor their reality; but they attributed them to magic, to the prince of devils, or to the power of certain herbs or natural secrets.

Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Lactantius, Cyprian, Minucius Felix, and the other Fathers of the first ages of the Church speak of the power Christian exorcists exercised over the possessed so confidently and so freely that we can doubt neither the certainty nor the evidence of it. They challenge their opponents to witness it, and pride themselves on making the experiment in their presence, forcing the demons out of the bodies of the possessed, making them declare their names, and making them acknowledge that the beings worshipped in the pagan temples are only devils.

Some set against the true miracles of the Saviour those of their false gods, their magicians, and their pagan heroes, such as Asclepius and the famous Apollonius of Tyana. The self-styled freethinkers of our own day dispute them on philosophical grounds. They put them down to a diseased imagination, to the prejudices of upbringing, and to hidden mechanisms of the constitution. They reduce the language of Scripture to hyperbole. They maintain that Jesus Christ accommodated himself to the understanding of ordinary people and to their prejudices; that demons, being purely spiritual substances, could not by themselves act directly on bodies; and that it is not at all likely God would work miracles to let them do so.

If we look closely at those who have passed for possessed, we shall perhaps not find one whose mind had not been deranged by some accident, or whose body was not attacked by some disorder, known or hidden, which had set up a ferment in the blood or the brain and which, combined with prejudice or fear, gave rise to what was called in their case obsession or possession.

The possession of King Saul is easily explained by supposing he was naturally melancholic, and that in his fits of black humour he seemed mad or violent. Hence no other remedy was sought for his illness than music and the sound of instruments suited to enliven or calm him. Several of the obsessions and possessions recorded in the New Testament were plain illnesses, or fantastic delusions, which made people believe those affected were possessed by the devil. The ignorance of the people kept this prejudice alive, and their complete unfamiliarity with physics and medicine strengthened such ideas.

In one case it was a sombre and melancholy temperament, in another the blood was too hot and feverish; here the bowels were burnt up with heat, there a concentration of diseased humour which suffocated the patient, as happens with people subject to epilepsy and hypochondria, who imagine themselves gods, kings, cats, dogs, and oxen. There were others who, disturbed by the memory of their crimes, fell into a kind of despair and into fits of remorse which inflamed their minds and their constitutions and made them believe the devil was pursuing and besetting them. Such, apparently, were the women who followed Jesus Christ and had been delivered by him from the unclean spirits that possessed them, and in part Mary Magdalene, from whom he cast out seven devils.

Scripture often speaks of the spirit of impurity, of falsehood, of jealousy; there is no need to bring in a particular demon to excite these passions in us. James tells us we are tempted quite enough by our own desires, which lead us into evil, without looking for external causes.

The Jews attributed most of their illnesses to the devil, being persuaded that these were punishment for some crime either known or undisclosed. Jesus Christ and his apostles wisely worked within these prejudices, without setting out to attack them openly and reform the old opinions of the Jews. They cured the diseases and drove out the evil spirits that caused them, or were said to cause them. The real and essential effect was the cure of the patient; nothing more was needed to confirm the mission of Jesus Christ, his divinity, and the truth of the doctrine he preached. Whether or not he actually expelled a demon is not essential to his primary purpose. What is certain is that he cured the patient, either by expelling the devil, if that spirit really did cause the illness, or by restoring the inward mechanisms and humours to their regular and natural state — which is miraculous either way, and proves the divinity of the Saviour.

Although the Jews were credulous enough about the operations of the evil spirit, they also believed that in general the demons who tormented certain people were nothing but the souls of wretched men who, afraid to go to the place appointed for them, took possession of the body of some mortal, tormented him, and tried to kill him.

The historian Josephus relates that Solomon composed charms against diseases and formulas of exorcism for driving out evil spirits. He says further that a Jew named Eleazar cured some possessed people in the presence of Vespasian by holding under their noses a ring set with a root that Solomon had identified. They pronounced the name of Solomon with a certain prayer and an exorcism, and the possessed person fell to the ground at once and the devil left him.

Ordinary Jews generally had no doubt that Beelzebub, prince of devils, had the power to expel other demons, since they said Jesus Christ cast them out only in Beelzebub’s name. We read in history that pagans too sometimes expelled demons; and physicians boast of being able to cure some possessed people, as they cure hypochondriacs and imaginary disorders.

These are the most plausible arguments made against the reality of possession and obsession by the devil.






Chapter XXIV. The truth and reality of possession and obsession, proved from Scripture

But the possibility, the truth, and the reality of obsession and possession by the devil are beyond doubt, and are proved by Scripture and by the authority of the Church, the Fathers, the Jews, and the pagans.

Jesus Christ and the apostles believed this truth and taught it publicly. The Saviour offers as a proof of his mission that he cures the possessed. He refutes the Pharisees, who claimed he expelled demons only in the name of Beelzebub, and maintains that he expels them by the power of God. He speaks to the demons; he threatens them and silences them. Are these ambiguous marks of the reality of obsession? The apostles do the same, and so did the early Christians who were their disciples. All this was done in full view of the pagans, who could not deny it, but who evaded the force and the evidence of it by attributing the power to other demons, or to certain divinities more powerful than ordinary demons — as though the kingdom of Satan were divided against itself, and the evil spirit could act against himself, or as though there were some collusion between Jesus Christ and the demons whose empire he had just destroyed.

The seventy disciples came to Jesus Christ on returning from their mission to report to him and tell him that the demons themselves obeyed them. After his resurrection the Saviour promises his apostles that they will work miracles in his name, that they will cast out devils, and that they will receive the gift of tongues. All of which was literally fulfilled.

The exorcisms used at all times in the Church against demons are another proof of the reality of possessions. They show that the Church and her ministers have always held them to be true and real, since they have always practised these exorcisms.

The ancient Fathers challenged the pagans to produce a demoniac before the Christians; they pride themselves on curing them and driving out the demon. Jewish exorcists even used the name of Jesus Christ to cure demoniacs, and found it effective. It is true that they sometimes used the name of Solomon and certain charms said to have been invented by that prince, or roots and herbs credited with the same powers — much as a clever physician can by the secrets of his art cure a hypochondriac, or a maniac, or a man firmly convinced he is possessed by the devil; or as a wise confessor will restore the mind of someone disturbed by remorse and agitated by reflection on his sins or fear of hell. But we are speaking here of real possessions and obsessions, which are cured only by the power of God, by the name of Jesus Christ, and by exorcism.

When the son of Sceva, the Jewish priest, undertook to expel a devil in the name of the Jesus Christ whom Paul preached, the demoniac threw himself on him and would have strangled him, saying that he knew Jesus Christ and knew Paul, but that as for him, he did not fear him.

So we must distinguish carefully between one possession and another, and between one exorcist and another. There are demoniacs who counterfeit possession to excite pity and get alms. There are even exorcists who abuse the name and power of Jesus Christ to deceive the ignorant. And how do I know there are not impostors who plant fake possessed people, so as to pretend to cure them and build a reputation?

I shall not go into further detail here; I have treated the matter before in a separate dissertation on the subject, printed with other dissertations on Scripture, in which I answered the objections raised.






Chapter XXV. Examples of real possessions caused by the devil

We must now report some of the most famous instances of possession and obsession.

Everyone is talking at present about the possession of the nuns of Loudun, on which opinions differed so widely both at the time and since. Marthe Brossier, daughter of a weaver of Romorantin, made as much noise in her own day; but Charles Miron, bishop of Orléans, exposed the fraud. He gave her plain water to drink as though it were holy water; he had a key wrapped in red silk presented to her as a piece of the true cross; and he recited some lines of Virgil, which Marthe Brossier’s demon took for exorcisms, throwing her into violent agitation at the approach of the hidden key and at the recitation of the Virgil. Henri de Gondi, cardinal bishop of Paris, had her examined by five members of the faculty; three were of the opinion that there was a great deal of imposture and a little illness. The parlement took the matter up and appointed eleven physicians, who reported unanimously that there was nothing diabolical in the business.

In the reign of Charles IX, or a little before, a young woman of the town of Vervins, fifteen or sixteen years old, named Nicole Aubry, had various apparitions of a spectre calling itself her grandfather, who asked for masses and prayers for the repose of his soul. Very soon afterwards she was carried by this spectre to different places, and sometimes was even carried out of sight, from the middle of those watching over her.

At that point nobody doubted any longer that it was the devil, though they had great difficulty making her believe it. The bishop of Laon gave his authority for conjuring the spirit, and ordered that the depositions be drawn up exactly by notaries appointed for the purpose. The exorcisms lasted more than three months and served only to confirm the possession further.

The poor sufferer was torn out of the hands of nine or ten men who could barely keep hold of her; and on the last day of the exorcisms sixteen could not manage it. She had been lying on the ground when she stood bolt upright and rigid as a statue, without those holding her being able to prevent it. She spoke various languages, revealed the most secret things, announced other things at the moment they were happening at a great distance, disclosed to many people the secrets of their consciences, uttered three different voices at once, and spoke with her tongue hanging half a foot out of her mouth.

After some exorcisms had been performed at Vervins she was taken to Laon, where the bishop took charge of her. He had a scaffold put up for the purpose in the cathedral. Such crowds went there that ten or twelve thousand people were in the church at a time; some came from foreign countries. France was no less curious, so the princes and great men, and those who could not come themselves, sent people to report to them. The papal nuncios, the deputies of the parlement, and those of the university were all present.

The devil, forced by the exorcisms, gave such testimony to the truth of the Catholic religion, and above all to the reality of the holy eucharist and the falsity of Calvinism, that the Calvinists were driven past all restraint. From the time of the exorcisms at Vervins they wanted to kill the possessed woman, and the priest who exorcised her, during a journey they made her take to Notre-Dame de Liesse. At Laon it was worse; being in greater numbers there, a riot was more than once expected. They so intimidated the bishop and the magistrates that the scaffold was taken down and the general procession usually held before exorcisms was cancelled. The devil grew prouder at this, insulted the bishop, and laughed at him.

The Calvinists having obtained the suppression of the procession and an order that she be put in prison for closer examination, Carlier, a Calvinist doctor, suddenly drew from his pocket something said to be a most violent poison and threw it into her mouth. She kept it down while the convulsion lasted, and brought it up of her own accord when she came to herself.

All these trials decided them to resume the processions, and the scaffold was put back up. Then the outraged Calvinists hit on the idea of a forged document from the duc de Montmorency forbidding the exorcisms to continue and instructing the king’s officers to be vigilant. So they abstained from the procession a second time, and again the devil crowed over it. Nevertheless he exposed to the bishop the trick of this forged document, named those who had had a hand in it, and declared that he had once again gained time by the bishop’s obeying the will of man rather than of God. Besides which, the devil had already protested publicly that it was against his own will that he remained in this woman’s body; that he had entered it by God’s order; that it was to convert the Calvinists or to harden them; and that he was very unfortunate in being forced to act and speak against himself.

The chapter then represented to the bishop that it would be proper to hold the processions and conjurations twice a day, to rouse the people’s devotion further. The bishop agreed, and everything was done with the greatest display and in the most orthodox manner. The devil declared more than once that he had gained time: once because the bishop had not confessed, another time because he was not fasting, and lastly because the chapter and all the dignitaries needed to be present, along with the court of justice and the king’s officers, so that there should be sufficient testimony. He said he was forced to remind the bishop of his duty, and cursed the hour he had entered this woman’s body, at the same time pouring out a thousand imprecations against the Church, the bishop, and the clergy.

So, on the last day of the possession, with everyone assembled in the afternoon, the bishop began the final conjurations, and many extraordinary things occurred. Among others, as the bishop was about to put the holy eucharist to the poor woman’s lips, the devil somehow seized his arm and at the same moment lifted the woman as it were out of the hands of the sixteen men holding her. But at last, after much resistance, he came out and left her perfectly cured and deeply conscious of the goodness of God. The Te Deum was sung to the sound of every bell in the town; nothing was heard among the Catholics but shouts of joy, and many Calvinists were converted, whose descendants still live in the town. Florimond de Raemond, counsellor of the parlement of Bordeaux, had the good fortune to be among them, and has written the history of it. For nine days they held processions to give thanks to God; they founded a perpetual mass, celebrated every year on 8 February; and they had the story carved in relief around the choir, where it may be seen to this day.

Finally, as though to put the finishing touch on so important a work, God permitted the prince de Condé, who had just left the Catholic religion, to be misled on this subject by those of his new communion. He sent for the poor woman, and for Canon d’Espinois, who had never left her side throughout the exorcisms. He interrogated them separately and several times over, making every effort — not to discover whether they had practised any trickery, but to find any trickery anywhere in the affair. He went so far as to offer the canon very high positions if he would change his religion. But what can be got in heresy’s favour from sensible and honest people, to whom God has shown the power of his Church in this way? All the prince’s efforts were useless; the canon’s firmness and the poor woman’s simplicity only proved to him further the certainty of an event that displeased him, and he sent them both home.

A further fit of ill will led him to have the woman arrested again, and he kept her in one of his prisons until her father and mother petitioned King Charles IX for an inquiry into this injustice, and she was released by his majesty’s order.

An event of such importance, so carefully attested by the bishop and the chapter, by the magistrates, and even by the violence of the Calvinist party, should not be buried in silence. King Charles IX, making his entry into Laon some time afterwards, asked to be informed about it by the dean of the cathedral, who had been an eyewitness. His majesty ordered him to publish the account, and it was then printed, first in French, then in Latin, Spanish, Italian, and German, with the approval of the Sorbonne and supported by the rescripts of Pope Pius V and his successor Gregory XIII. A fairly exact abridgement was made afterwards by order of the bishop of Laon, printed under the title The Triumph of the Blessed Sacrament over the Devil.

These are facts carrying all the authenticity anyone could ask for, and such as no man of honour could decently affect to doubt, since after that he could not treat any facts as certain without falling into shameful self-contradiction.






Chapter XXVI. The same subject continued

There was in Lorraine, about the year 1620, a possessed woman who made a great stir in the country but whose case is much less known abroad: Mademoiselle Élisabeth de Ranfaing, the story of whose possession was written and printed at Nancy in 1622 by Pichard, doctor of medicine and physician in ordinary to their highnesses of Lorraine.

Mademoiselle de Ranfaing was a woman of great virtue, through whom God established a kind of order of nuns of the Refuge, whose principal purpose is to draw girls and women out of prostitution. Pichard’s work was approved by doctors of theology and authorized by de Porcelets, bishop of Toul, and by an assembly of learned men whom he called together to examine the case and the reality of the possession.

It was attacked hotly and denied loudly by a monk of the Minim order named Claude Pithoys, who had the effrontery to say that he would pray God to send the devil into his own body if the woman they were exorcising at Nancy was possessed; and again, that God was not God if he did not command the devil to seize him, if the woman they were exorcising at Nancy really was possessed.

Pichard refutes him fully. But he observes that people who are weak-minded, or of a dull and melancholy character, heavy, silent, stupid, and naturally inclined to frighten and disturb themselves, are apt to imagine that they see the devil, that they speak to him, and even that they are possessed by him — above all if they are in places where there are other possessed people whom they see and talk to. He adds that thirteen or fourteen years earlier he had noticed a great many of this kind at Nancy, and that with God’s help he cured them. He says the same of the melancholic, and of women suffering from what is called uterine fury, who sometimes do such things and utter such cries that anyone would think them possessed.

Mademoiselle de Ranfaing, having been widowed in 1617, was courted by a physician named Poirot. Since she would not listen to his suit, he first gave her love-philtres to make her love him, which caused strange disorders in her health. In the end he gave her magical preparations — for he was afterwards found to be a magician, and burned as such by judicial sentence. The physicians could not relieve her and were entirely baffled by her extraordinary illnesses. Having tried every kind of remedy, they were reduced to resorting to exorcism.

These are the principal symptoms that led people to believe Mademoiselle de Ranfaing was genuinely possessed. They began exorcising her on 2 September 1619 in the town of Remiremont, from which she was moved to Nancy. There she was examined and questioned by several able physicians, who, after minutely examining her symptoms, declared that what they had observed in her bore no relation whatever to the ordinary course of known illnesses and could only be the result of diabolical possession.

After this, by order of de Porcelets, bishop of Toul, the exorcists appointed were Viardin, doctor of divinity and counsellor of state to the duke of Lorraine, a Jesuit, and a Capuchin. Almost all the monks in Nancy, the bishop himself, the bishop of Tripoli, suffragan of Strasbourg, de Sancy, formerly ambassador of the Most Christian King at Constantinople and then a priest of the Oratory, and Charles de Lorraine, bishop of Verdun, together with two doctors of the Sorbonne sent expressly to attend the exorcisms, often exorcised her in Hebrew, Greek, and Latin — and she always answered them to the point, though she could barely read Latin.

They give the certificate of Nicolas de Harlay, thoroughly skilled in Hebrew, who declared that Mademoiselle de Ranfaing was genuinely possessed, and had answered him from the movement of his lips alone, without his pronouncing any words, and had given several proofs of her possession.

Garnier, a doctor of the Sorbonne, having likewise given her several commands in Hebrew, she answered to the point, but in French, saying that the agreement was that he should speak only in the ordinary tongue. The demon added, “Is it not enough that I show you I understand what you say?” The same Garnier, speaking to him in Greek, inadvertently used one case for another; the possessed woman, or rather the devil, said to him, “You have made a mistake.” The doctor said in Greek, “Point out my mistake.” The devil replied, “Let it be enough that I point out that there is one; I shall tell you no more about it.” When the doctor told him in Greek to hold his tongue, he answered, “You order me to hold my tongue, and I will not do it.”

Midot, scholasticus of Toul, said to him in the same language, “Sit down.” He replied, “I will not sit down.” Midot then said in Greek, “Sit on the ground and obey.” But as the demon was about to throw the possessed woman down by force, he said in the same tongue, “Do it gently,” and he did so. He said in Greek, “Put out your right foot,” and she put it out. He said, also in Greek, “Make her knees cold,” and the woman said she felt them very cold indeed.

Mince, a doctor of the Sorbonne, holding a cross in his hand, was addressed by the devil in Greek: “Give me the cross,” which was heard by several people near him. Mince wanted the devil to repeat the sentence; he answered, “I will not say the whole of it in Greek,” and said “Give me” in French and “the cross” in Greek.

The reverend Father Albert, a Capuchin, having ordered him in Greek to make the sign of the cross seven times with his tongue in honour of the seven joys of the Virgin, he made it three times with his tongue and then twice with his nose. But the good father told him again to make the sign seven times with his tongue, and he did so. Commanded in the same language to kiss the feet of the bishop of Toul, he prostrated himself and kissed them.

The same father, noticing that the demon meant to overturn the basin of holy water standing there, ordered him to take up the holy water without spilling it, and he obeyed. The father then ordered him to give proofs of the possession; he answered, “The possession is sufficiently well known.” The father added in Greek, “I command you to carry some holy water to the governor of the town.” The demon replied, “It is not the custom to exorcise in that language.” The father answered in Latin, “It is not for you to lay down the law to us; the Church has power to command you in whatever language she thinks fit.” Then the demon took the basin of holy water and carried it to the guardian of the Capuchins, to Duke Éric of Lorraine, to the counts of Brionne, Remonville, and La Vaux, and to other lords.

The physician Pichard, having told him in a sentence half Hebrew and half Greek to cure the head and eyes of the possessed woman, had hardly finished when the demon replied: “Honestly, we are not the cause of that; her brain is naturally moist — it comes from her own constitution.” Pichard said to the assembly, “Note, gentlemen, that he answers Greek and Hebrew at the same time.” “Yes,” said the demon, “you are giving away the game and the secret; I shall answer you no more.” There were several other questions and replies in foreign languages, which showed that he understood them perfectly well.

Viardin having asked him in Latin, “Where were you reckoned when you rose in the morning?” he answered, “Among the seraphim.” They said to him, “As a sign, show us the gibbet of brother Cephas” — and the devil stretched his arms out in the form of an X, the cross of St Andrew. They said, “Put wrist to wrist,” and he did so, laying one wrist across the other. Then, “Bring ankle to ankle and instep to instep,” and he crossed his feet and laid one on the other. Then, “Raise in the heel the quality that gathers unlike things together,” and the possessed woman said she felt her heel go cold. Then, “Show us the standard of the Venetians,” and he made the figure of the cross. Then, “Show us the one who saw God blessing the grandsons of the saviour of Egypt,” and he crossed his arms as Jacob did when blessing the sons of Joseph. Then, “Show the cross that bores into the stake,” and he represented the cross of St Peter. When the exorcist by mistake said per eum qui adversus te praeliavit, the demon gave him no time to correct himself: “The ass!” he said. “It should be praeliatus est.” He was addressed in Italian and in German, and always answered accordingly.

One day they said to him: “Take the pectoral cross of the man who today performed the office of the one of whom the Psalmist sang, instead of your fathers, sons are born to you.” He went straight over and took the cross hanging on the breast of Prince Éric of Lorraine, who that same day had performed the office of bishop in conferring orders, because the bishop of Toul was unwell. He uncovered secret thoughts, and heard words spoken into people’s ears when he could not possibly have been close enough to overhear, and stated that he had known the silent prayer a good priest had made before the blessed sacrament.

Here is a still more extraordinary instance. They said to the demon, mixing Latin and Italian in one sentence, “Go to the elder scholasticus and kiss the feet of the one whose shoe has the most cork in it.” That very moment he went and kissed the foot of Sieur Juillet, scholasticus of Saint-Georges, the elder of Viardin, scholasticus of the Primatial. Juillet’s right foot was shorter than his left, which obliged him to wear a shoe built up with cork.

They put very difficult questions to him about the Trinity, the Incarnation, the sacrament of the altar, the grace of God, free will, and the way angels and demons know men’s thoughts; and he answered with great clarity and precision. She disclosed things nobody knew, and revealed to certain people, though secretly and in private, sins they had committed.

The demon obeyed not only the exorcists’ voices but even the mere movement of their lips, or their placing a hand, a handkerchief, or a book over the mouth. A Calvinist having one day mingled secretly with the crowd, the exorcist, who had been warned of it, commanded the demon to go and kiss his feet; he went at once, rushing through the crowd.

An Englishman having come to the exorcist out of curiosity, the devil told him a number of particulars about his country and his religion. He was a Puritan, and the Englishman admitted that everything said was true. The same Englishman said to him in his own language, “As proof of your possession, tell me the name of the master who taught me embroidery.” He answered, “William.” They ordered him to recite the Ave Maria; he said to a Huguenot gentleman present, “You say it, if you know it — they don’t say it among your people.”

Pichard reports several other unknown and hidden things the demon revealed, and several feats he performed that no one, however agile and supple, could achieve by natural strength: crawling along the ground without using hands or feet, and appearing to have hair standing on end like serpents.

After all the details of the exorcisms, the marks of possession, and the questions and answers, Pichard reports the formal testimony of the theologians, the physicians, the bishops Éric of Lorraine and Charles of Lorraine, bishop of Verdun, and of monks of every order, all attesting the possession to be real and genuine; and finally a letter from the reverend Father Coton, a Jesuit, certifying the same. The letter is dated 5 June 1621, and answers one written to him by Prince Éric of Lorraine.

I have left out a great many particulars given in the account of the exorcisms and the proofs of Mademoiselle de Ranfaing’s possession. I think I have said enough to convince anyone sincere and unprejudiced that her possession is as certain as such things can be. The affair took place at Nancy, capital of Lorraine, in the presence of a great many enlightened people, two of them of the house of Lorraine and both bishops and well informed; in the presence and by the orders of my lord de Porcelets, bishop of Toul, a most enlightened man of distinguished merit; of two doctors of the Sorbonne called there expressly to judge the reality of the possession; and in the presence of members of the so-called Reformed religion, who are very much on their guard against things of this kind. We have seen how far Father Pithoys carried his rashness against this possession; he was reprimanded by his diocesan and his superiors, who silenced him.

Mademoiselle de Ranfaing is known to be personally a woman of extraordinary virtue, prudence, and merit. No reason can be imagined why she should feign a possession that caused her suffering in a thousand ways. The outcome of this terrible ordeal has been the founding of a religious order from which the Church has received much edification and from which, by God’s providence, glory has come.

Nicolas de Harlay de Sancy and Viardin are men highly to be respected for their personal merit, their ability, and the high offices they have held, the first having been French ambassador at Constantinople and the other resident of the good Duke Henri at the court of Rome. So I do not think I could give a better instance to convince you that there are real and genuine possessions than this of Mademoiselle de Ranfaing.

I do not relate the case of the nuns of Loudun, on which such varied opinions have been given, whose reality was doubted at the time and is still very questionable today. Those curious to know the history of that affair will find it well set out in a book I have already cited, de la Ménardaye’s Critical Examination and Discussion of the History of the Devils of Loudun, Paris, 1749.






Chapter XXVII. Objections against possession and obsession, with replies

Several objections may be raised against obsession and possession by demons. Nothing is subject to greater difficulties than this matter. But Providence constantly and consistently allows the clearest and most certain truths of religion to remain wrapped in some degree of obscurity; allows the best-attested and most indubitable facts to be open to doubt and contradiction; allows the most evident miracles to be disputed by unbelievers on account of circumstances that strike them as doubtful and arguable.

Every religion has its light and its shadows. God has permitted this so that the just may have something to exercise their faith on in believing, and so that the impious and the incredulous may persist in their wilful impiety and incredulity. The greatest mysteries of Christianity are to some a scandal and to others the means of salvation, the one regarding the mystery of the cross as folly and the other as the work of the sublimest wisdom and the most admirable power of God. Pharaoh hardened his heart when he saw the wonders Moses performed; but the magicians of Egypt were forced in the end to recognize the hand of God in them. The Hebrews, seeing the same wonders, put their confidence in Moses and Aaron and let themselves be led by them without fearing the dangers they might be exposed to.

We have already noted that the devil often seems to act against his own interest and destroy his own empire, by putting it about that everything reported of the return of spirits, of obsession and possession, of spells, magic, and sorcery is only a set of tales for frightening children, with no existence outside weak and prejudiced minds. How does it serve the devil to maintain this and demolish the settled opinion of every nation on these subjects? If it is all falsehood and illusion, what does he gain by undeceiving people? And if there is any truth in it, why run down his own work and discredit his subordinates and his own operations?

Jesus Christ in the Gospel refutes those who said he cast out devils in the name of Beelzebub. He maintains that the accusation is groundless, because it was incredible that Satan should destroy his own work and his own empire. The reasoning is certainly sound and conclusive, above all for the Jews, who thought Jesus Christ differed from other exorcists only in that he commanded the prince of devils while they commanded merely the subordinate ones. On that supposition, the prince of demons could not expel his subordinates without destroying his own empire, discrediting himself, and ruining the reputation of those acting on his orders.

It may be objected that Jesus Christ assumed, as the Jews did, that the demons he expelled really did possess the people he cured, however he cured them; and consequently that the empire of the demons remained standing, both in Beelzebub, the prince of demons, and in the other demons subordinate to him who obeyed his orders. So his empire was not destroyed at all, even supposing Jesus Christ expelled them in Beelzebub’s name; on the contrary, that subordination presupposed the power of the prince of demons and reinforced it.

But Jesus Christ not only expelled demons on his own authority, without ever mentioning Beelzebub; he expelled them against their will, and sometimes they complained loudly that he had come to torment them before the time. There was neither collusion between him and them, nor any subordination like the one supposed to exist between Beelzebub and the other demons.

The Lord pursued them not only by driving them out of bodies but by overturning their maxims, establishing doctrines directly contrary to theirs. He made war on every vice, error, and falsehood; he attacked the devil face to face, everywhere, without flinching. So it cannot be said that he spared him or was in collusion with him.

If the devil is sometimes willing to pass off as fantasy and illusion everything said about apparitions, obsessions and possessions, magic and sorcery — and if he appears so completely to overthrow his own reign as to deny the most marked and palpable effects of his own power and presence, and put them down to weakness of mind and foolish prejudice — in all this he can only be working to his own advantage. For if he can persuade people that what he says is true, his power will only be the more firmly established, since it will no longer be attacked, and he will be left to enjoy his conquests in peace. The ecclesiastical and secular powers whose business it is to check the effects of his malice and cruelty will no longer take the trouble to make war on him, or to warn the nations against his stratagems and ambushes. It will shut the mouths of parlements and stay the hands of judges and magistrates; and simple people will become the plaything of the devil, who will not stop tempting, persecuting, corrupting, deceiving, and destroying those who no longer suspect his snares and his malice. The world will fall back into the state it was in under paganism, given over to error and to the most shameful passions, and will come to deny or doubt even the best attested truths, and the ones most necessary to our salvation.

Moses in the Old Testament clearly foresaw that the evil spirit would pull every string to lead the Israelites into error and disorder; he foresaw that in the middle of the chosen people he would raise up seducers who would foretell them the hidden future, and that these predictions would come true and be acted on. He always forbids them to listen to any prophet or diviner who wants to draw them into impiety or idolatry.

Tertullian, speaking of the illusions demons perform and the foresight they have of certain events, says that being spiritual in nature they find themselves in an instant in any place they wish, and report from a distance what they have seen and heard. All this is put down to divinity, because neither the cause nor the manner is understood. Often, too, they boast of causing events they merely announce — and it is true that they are often the authors of the evils they predict, though never of any good. Sometimes they make use of what they have learned from the prophets’ predictions about God’s designs, and utter them as though they came from themselves. Being spread through the air, they see in the clouds what must happen, and so foretell rain they knew of before it was felt on earth. As for diseases, if they cure them it is because they caused them: they prescribe remedies that work, and are thought to have cured illnesses simply because they have stopped inflicting them. Because they leave off hurting, they are believed to have healed.

So the devil can foresee the future and things hidden, and disclose them through his votaries; and he can no doubt do remarkable things surpassing the usual known powers of nature. But it is never done except to deceive us and lead us into disorder and impiety. And even if he took on the appearance of leading us to virtue and to things praiseworthy and useful for salvation, it would only be to win the confidence of those who listen to him, so as to make them fall into misfortune afterwards and involve them in some sin of presumption or vanity. Being a spirit of malice and lies, he does not much care by what means he catches us out and establishes his rule over us.

But he is very far from always foreseeing the future, or always succeeding in misleading us; God has set limits to his malice. He often deceives himself, and often resorts to disguise and evasion so as not to appear ignorant of what he does not know, or unwilling to do what God will not let him do. His power is always bounded and his knowledge limited. Often, too, he misleads and deceives out of malice, being the father of lies. He deceives men and delights to see them do wrong; but so as not to lose his credit with those who consult him directly or indirectly, he throws the blame on those who undertake to interpret his words or the ambiguous signs he has given. For instance, if he is consulted about beginning an enterprise, or giving battle, or setting out on a journey: if it succeeds, he takes all the glory and credit; if it fails, he lays it on the men who misunderstood the sense of his oracle, or on the haruspices, who made mistakes reading the entrails of the sacrificed animals or the flight of birds.

We should not, then, be surprised to find so many contradictions, doubts, and difficulties in the matter of apparitions, angels, demons, and spirits. Man naturally likes to distinguish himself from the common herd and rise above popular opinion; it is a kind of fashion not to let oneself be swept along by the current, and to want to sound and examine everything. We know there is an infinity of prejudices, errors, vulgar opinions, false miracles, illusions, and deceptions in the world; we know that many things are attributed to the devil which are purely natural, and that a thousand apocryphal stories are told. So it is right to be on one’s guard against being taken in. It matters greatly to religion to distinguish between true and false miracles, between certain and uncertain events, and between works done by the hand of God and works that are the doing of the seducing spirit.

In everything he does, the devil mixes a great many illusions in among some truths, so that the difficulty of telling true from false may make people take whichever side suits them best, and so that the incredulous may always have something to keep them in their incredulity. Although the apparitions of spirits, angels, and demons and their operations may not always be miraculous, still, since most of them appear to go beyond the common course of nature, many of the people just described take it upon themselves to deny the whole lot without troubling to examine the facts, or look for causes, authors, and circumstances. It is the quickest way, but neither the most sensible nor the most rational. For among the things said on this subject there are effects that can reasonably be attributed to the almighty power of God alone, acting either directly or through secondary causes, to his glory, for the advancement of religion and the manifestation of truth; and there are other effects that visibly bear the character of illusion, impiety, and seduction, in which, instead of the finger of God, we can see only the marks of the spirit of deceit and falsehood.






Chapter XXVIII. Further objections against possession, with some replies

We read in works published and printed by Catholic authors of our own day that it is proved by reason that possessions by the devil are naturally impossible; and that it is not true, so far as we and our ideas are concerned, that the devil can have any natural power over the physical world. For once we admit in created wills a power to act on bodies and move them, there is no way of setting limits to it, and that power becomes genuinely infinite.

They maintain that the devil can act on our souls only by suggestion; that it is impossible for him to be the physical cause of the least external effect; that everything Scripture tells us about the snares and stratagems of Satan means nothing more than the temptations of the flesh and of desire; and that to seduce us the devil needs nothing but mental suggestion. His power is moral, not physical. In a word: the devil can do neither good nor harm; his might is nothing. We do not know whether God has given any spirit other than the human soul the power to move a body; on the contrary, we ought to presume that the wisdom of God has willed that pure spirits should have no dealings with bodies at all. They maintain, moreover, that the pagans never knew anything of what we call bad angels and demons.

All these propositions are certainly contrary to Scripture, to the opinions of the Fathers, and to the tradition of the Catholic Church. But these gentlemen are not troubled by that. They assert that the sacred writers often expressed themselves according to the opinions of their time, either because the need to make themselves understood forced them to conform to it, or because they held those opinions themselves. There is more likelihood, they say, that several of the infirmities Scripture ascribes to the devil had a simple natural cause, and that in these passages the sacred authors were speaking according to popular opinion; the error in the language is of no importance.

Saul’s prophets, and Saul himself, they say, were never prophets in the proper sense; they may have been afflicted with the fits the pagans called sacred. You would have to be asleep while reading, they say, not to see that the temptation of Eve is only an allegory — and likewise the permission God gives Satan to tempt Job. Why insist on reading the whole book of Job literally, as true history, when its opening is plainly a fiction? And it is far from certain, they say, that Jesus Christ was carried by the devil to the pinnacle of the temple.

The Fathers, on this account, were prejudiced on the one hand by the reigning ideas of Pythagorean and Platonic philosophy about the influence of intermediate intelligences, and on the other by the language of the holy books, which to conform to popular opinion often ascribed to the devil effects that were purely natural. We must therefore go back to the doctrine of reason to determine how much deference we owe to the authority of Scripture and of the Fathers concerning the power of demons.

The uniform method of the Holy Fathers in interpreting the Old Testament is human opinion, from which one may appeal to the tribunal of reason. They go so far as to say that the sacred authors knew of the transmigration of souls, citing the author of the Book of Wisdom: “I was an innocent child, and I received a good spirit; and being already good, I entered an undefiled body.”

People of this temper will certainly not read this work of mine, or if they do it will be with contempt or pity. I do not think it necessary to refute these paradoxes here; the bishop of Senez has done it with his usual learning and zeal in a long letter printed at Utrecht in 1736.

I do not deny that the sacred writers may sometimes have spoken in a popular way, in accordance with the prejudices of the people. But it is going too far to reduce the devil’s power to acting on us only by suggestion; and it is a presumption unworthy of a philosopher to pronounce on the power of spirits over bodies, having no knowledge, by revelation or by reason, of the extent of the power of angels and demons over matter and over human bodies. We may go beyond due measure by granting them excessive power, as much as by granting them too little.

But it is of infinite importance to religion to judge rightly between what is natural and what is supernatural in the operations of angels and demons, so that simple people are not left in error, and so that the malicious do not triumph over the truth and misuse their own wit and learning to make what is certain seem doubtful, deceiving themselves and others by putting down to chance, or to illusion of the senses, or to empty prejudice, what is reported of the apparitions of angels, demons, and the dead. For it is certain that several of these apparitions are perfectly true, though there are a great many others that are very uncertain and even plainly false.

So I shall have no difficulty in admitting the following. Even miracles, or at least things that appear to be miracles; the prediction of future events; movements of the body seemingly beyond the ordinary powers of nature; speaking and understanding foreign languages not known before; reading thoughts; discovering hidden things; being lifted up and carried in a moment from one place to another; announcing truths; leading an outwardly good life; preaching Jesus Christ; denouncing magic and sorcery; making an outward profession of virtue — I readily admit that none of these things proves conclusively that everyone who does them is sent by God, or that these operations are real miracles. And yet we cannot reasonably suppose that the devil is not involved in them by God’s permission, or that demons or angels do not act on those who perform prodigies, foretell the future, and read the thoughts of the heart, or that God does not himself produce these effects by the direct action of his justice or his power.

The examples that have been cited, or that may be cited hereafter, will never prove that a man can of himself read another’s feelings or discover his secret thoughts. The wonders worked by Pharaoh’s magicians were only illusion; yet they looked like true miracles and passed for such in the eyes of the king of Egypt and all his court. Balaam son of Beor was a true prophet, although a thoroughly corrupt man.

Pomponazzi writes that the wife of Francesco Maigret, a cobbler of Mantua, spoke several languages and was cured by Calderon, a physician famous in his day, who gave her a dose of hellebore. Erasmus likewise says he had seen an Italian from Spoleto who spoke German very well although he had never been in Germany; they gave him a medicine that made him pass a quantity of worms, and he was cured, and spoke German no more.

Le Loyer, in his Book of Spectres, admits that all this seems to him highly doubtful. He is more inclined to believe Fernel, one of the most serious physicians of his age, who maintains that medicine has no such power, and offers as an instance the case of a young gentleman, son of a Knight of the Order, who being seized by the devil could be cured neither by potions, nor by medicines, nor by fasting, but was cured by the conjurations and exorcisms of the Church.

As for the reality of the return of souls or spirits and their apparitions, the Sorbonne, the most celebrated school of theology in France, has always held that the spirits of the dead sometimes return, either by God’s order and power or by his permission. The Sorbonne acknowledged this in its decisions of 1518, and still more positively on 23 January 1724: We reply to your question that it is established that the souls of the dead do sometimes return to the living by divine power, ordinance, or permission. Several jurists and several sovereign courts have ruled that the apparition of a dead person in a house is sufficient grounds to break the lease.

We may count it a great deal to have proved to certain people that there is a God whose providence extends over all things past, present, and to come; that there is another life; that there are good and bad spirits; that there are rewards for good works and punishments after this life for sins; that Jesus Christ has ruined the power of Satan; that he exercised in himself, in his apostles, and continues to exercise in the ministers of his Church an absolute dominion over the powers of hell; and that the devil is now chained. He may bark and threaten, but he can bite only those who come near him and give themselves to him of their own accord.

We have seen in these parts a woman travelling with a troupe of mountebanks and jugglers who stretched out her legs in the most extraordinary way and brought her feet up to her head, front and back, as supple as if she had neither nerves nor joints. There was nothing supernatural in it; she had practised these movements from earliest childhood and had got into the habit of performing them.

Augustine speaks of a soothsayer he had known at Carthage, an illiterate man who could discover the secrets of the heart and answer those who consulted him on hidden and unknown matters. He had tested him himself, and calls to witness Alypius, Licentius, and Trygetius, his interlocutors in the dialogue against the Academics. They too had consulted Albicerius and had marvelled at the reliability of his answers.

He gives an instance: a spoon that had been lost. They told him someone had lost something; and instantly, without hesitation, he replied what the thing was, who had taken it, and where it was hidden — all of which turned out to be exactly right.

They sent him a sum in silver coins; the man carrying it had taken some of them. Albicerius made him give them back, and detected the theft before the money had even been shown to him. Augustine was present. A learned and distinguished man named Flaccianus, wanting to buy a field, consulted the soothsayer, who told him the name of the property, which was a very unusual one, and gave him all the particulars of the business in hand. A young student, wanting to test Albicerius, asked him to say what he was thinking of. He said he was thinking of a line of Virgil; and when asked which line, the diviner repeated it at once, although he had never studied Latin.

This Albicerius was a scoundrel, as Augustine says, calling him a shameful man. The knowledge he had of hidden things was certainly no gift of heaven, any more than the Pythonic spirit that animated the slave girl in the Acts of the Apostles whom Paul silenced. It was therefore the work of the evil spirit.

The gift of tongues, knowledge of the future, and the power to divine other people’s thoughts are always brought forward, and rightly, as solid proofs of the presence and inspiration of the Holy Spirit. But if the devil can sometimes do the same things, he does it to mislead and to induce sin, or simply to cast doubt on true prophecy — never to lead people to truth, to the fear and love of God, or to the edification of those around them.

God may allow corrupt men like Balaam, and rascals like Albicerius, to have some knowledge of the future, of secret things, and even of men’s hidden thoughts. But he never permits their criminality to remain hidden to the end and so become a stumbling block for simple or worthy people. The malice of these hypocritical and corrupt men will be made plain sooner or later by some means; their malice and depravity will be found out, and from that it will be judged either that they are inspired only by the evil spirit, or that the Holy Spirit is using them to foretell some truth, as he prophesied through Balaam and through Caiaphas. Their morals and their conduct will discredit them and oblige us to be careful in distinguishing between their true predictions and their bad example. We have seen hypocrites die with the reputation of worthy men who were at bottom scoundrels — for instance that curé, the director of the nuns of Louviers, whose possession was so much talked about.

Jesus Christ in the Gospel tells us to be on our guard against wolves in sheep’s clothing; and elsewhere he tells us there will be false Christs and false prophets who will prophesy in his name and perform wonders capable of deceiving even the elect, were that possible. But he refers us to their works as the means of telling them apart.

To apply all this to the possessed nuns of Loudun, and to Mademoiselle de Ranfaing, and even to that girl whose hypocrisy was unmasked by Mademoiselle Acarie, I appeal to their works and their conduct, both before and after.

God will not allow those who sincerely seek the truth to be deceived.

A conjuror will guess which card you have touched, or even merely thought of; but it is known that there is nothing supernatural in it, and that it is done by arranging the cards according to mathematical rules. We have seen a deaf man who understood what people wanted to say to him simply by watching the movement of their lips. There is nothing more miraculous in this than in two people conversing by signs they have agreed on beforehand.






Chapter XXIX. Familiar spirits

If everything reported of the spirits seen in houses, in mountain caves, and in mines is true, we cannot deny that they too must be counted among the appearances of the evil spirit. For although they usually do no harm or violence to anyone unless they are provoked or insulted, we never read that they lead people towards the love or fear of God, towards prayer, piety, or acts of devotion. On the contrary, it is known that they show a distaste for such things — so we shall firmly place them among the spirits of darkness.

I do not find that the ancient Hebrews knew anything of what we call esprits follets, or familiar spirits, that haunt houses or attach themselves to particular people to serve them, watch over them, warn them, and keep them from danger — like the daemon of Socrates, who warned him to avoid certain misfortunes. A few other examples are told of people who claimed to have such spirits attached to them.

Jews and Christians agree that each of us has his good angel, who guides him from earliest youth. Several of the ancients thought we also have an evil angel, who leads us into error. The Psalmist says plainly that God has commanded his angels to guide us in all our ways. But this is not what we mean here by esprits follets.

The prophets in some places speak of fauns, or hairy men, or satyrs, which bear some resemblance to our elves. Isaiah, describing the state Babylon will be reduced to after her destruction, says that ostriches will live there and that the hairy ones, the satyrs and goats, will dance there. Elsewhere the same prophet writes that demons shall meet with onocentaurs, and one hairy one shall cry out to another, which able commentators take to mean spectres appearing in the shape of goats. Jeremiah calls them fauns — the dragons with the fauns, that feed on figs. This is not the place to go further into the meaning of the original terms; it is enough to show that in Scripture, at least in the Vulgate, we find the names lamiae, fauns, and satyrs, which have some resemblance to esprits follets.

Cassian, who had studied the lives of the desert fathers closely and spent much time with the hermits and anchorites of Egypt, mentions among the various kinds of demon some commonly called fauns or satyrs, which the pagans regarded as a sort of divinity of the fields and woods, and which took pleasure not so much in tormenting or harming men as in deceiving and exhausting them, amusing themselves at their expense and playing on their simplicity.

Pliny the Younger had a freedman named Marcus, a man of letters, who shared a bed with his younger brother. It seemed to him that he saw someone sitting on the bed cutting the hair from the crown of his head. When he woke, he found his head shorn and his hair thrown down in the middle of the room. A little later the same thing happened to a boy sleeping with several others at a school. This one saw two men in white come in at the window, cut off his hair while he slept, and go out again the same way; and on waking he found his hair scattered on the floor. What can these things be put down to, if not an elf?

Plotinus, the Platonic philosopher, is said to have had a familiar spirit who obeyed him the moment he called, and who was of a higher nature than the common run of spirits, belonging to the order of gods; and Plotinus paid constant attention to this divine guardian. It was this that led him to write a work on the particular spirit belonging to each of us, in which he tries to explain the differences between the spirits that watch over men.

Trithemius, in his Chronicle of Hirsau, relates that in 1130 in the diocese of Hildesheim in Saxony a spirit was seen for some time whom they called in German Hödekin, as though to say country spirit. He appeared sometimes in one form, sometimes another; and sometimes without appearing at all he did various things that proved both his presence and his power. He would sometimes give very important advice to those in authority, and he was often seen in the bishop’s kitchen, helping the cooks and doing odd jobs.

A young kitchen boy who had grown familiar with him insulted him, and the spirit warned the head cook, who made light of it or thought nothing of it. But the spirit took a cruel revenge. When the boy fell asleep in the kitchen, the spirit smothered him, tore him to pieces, and roasted him. He carried his fury further still against the kitchen staff and the prince’s other officers. Things went so far that they were obliged to proceed against him by ecclesiastical censures and to force him by exorcism to leave the country.

I think I may count among the elves the spirits said to be seen in mines and mountain caverns. They appear dressed like miners, running here and there, hurrying about as if to work and search out the veins of ore, heaping it up, hauling it out, turning the wheel of the crane; they seem very busy helping the workmen, and all the while they do nothing at all.

These spirits are not malicious unless they are insulted and laughed at, in which case they turn ill-humoured and throw things at those who offend them. One of these spirits, having been addressed in abusive terms by a miner, twisted his neck and set his head on backwards. The miner did not die, but went about for the rest of his life with his neck twisted round.

Georgius Agricola, who has written very learnedly on mines and metals and how they are drawn out of the earth, mentions two or three kinds of spirit that appear in mines. Some are very small and look like dwarves or pygmies; others are like old men dressed as miners, shirts tucked up and a leather apron round the waist; others do, or seem to do, whatever they see others doing, are very cheerful, harm nobody, and produce nothing real from all their labour.

In other mines dangerous spirits are seen, who ill-treat the workmen, drive them off, and sometimes kill them, forcing them to abandon rich and productive mines. At Annaberg, for instance, in a mine called the Rose Garland, a spirit in the form of a spirited, snorting horse killed twelve miners and obliged the owners to abandon a very profitable operation. In another mine, St George at Schneeberg, a spirit appeared with his head covered by a black hood, seized a miner, lifted him to a considerable height, then dropped him and injured him badly.

Olaus Magnus says that in Sweden and the other northern countries familiar spirits were formerly seen who, in the shape of men or women, waited on certain people. He speaks of nymphs living in caves and deep in the forest who foretell the future, some good and some bad, who appear and speak to those who consult them. Travellers and shepherds also often see various phantoms at night, which scorch the ground where they appear, so that afterwards neither grass nor greenery is seen there.

He says the people of Finland, before their conversion to Christianity, sold winds to sailors, giving them a cord with three knots and warning them that untying the first would bring a gentle and favourable wind, the second a stronger one, and the third a violent and dangerous gale. He says further that the Bothnians, striking hard hammer-blows on an anvil upon a brass frog or serpent, fall into a swoon, and during the swoon learn what is happening in very distant places.

But all this has more to do with magic than with familiar spirits; and if what is said of it is true, it must be put down to the evil spirit.

The same Olaus Magnus says that in mines, above all in silver mines where great profit is expected, six kinds of demon may be seen, who in various shapes break rock, haul buckets, and turn wheels; who sometimes burst out laughing and play all sorts of tricks. All of this is merely to deceive the miners, whom they crush under rockfalls or expose to the most imminent dangers, in order to make them blaspheme, swear, and curse. Several very rich mines have had to be abandoned for fear of these dangerous spirits.

Despite everything just reported, I very much doubt whether there are any spirits in mountain caves or mines at all. I have questioned men of the trade and professional miners, of whom there are a great number in our own mountains, the Vosges, and they have assured me that everything told on that head is fabulous; that if they do sometimes see these elves or grotesque figures, it must be put down to a heated and prepossessed imagination; and that in any case it is so rare that it should not be reported as anything usual or common.

A recent Traveller in the Northern Countries, printed at Amsterdam in 1708, says the people of Iceland are nearly all conjurors or sorcerers; that they have familiar demons whom they call trolls, who wait on them as servants and warn them of accidents and illnesses to come; that these spirits wake them to go fishing when the season is right, and that if they go without the advice of these spirits they catch nothing. There are people among them who call up the dead and make them appear to those who wish to consult them, and who also conjure up the appearance of absent people far from where they live.

Father Wadding relates, from an old manuscript legend, that a lady named Lupa had for thirteen years a familiar demon who served her as a lady’s maid, led her into many secret irregularities, and induced her to treat her servants inhumanly. God gave her the grace to see her fault and do penance for it, through the intercession of Francis of Assisi and Anthony of Padua, to whom she had always had a particular devotion.

Cardano speaks of a bearded demon belonging to Nifo, who gave him lessons in philosophy.

Agrippa had a demon who attended him in the shape of a dog. This dog, says Paulus Jovius, seeing his master about to die, threw itself into the Rhône.

Much is said of certain spirits kept shut up in rings, which are bought, sold, and exchanged. They also speak of a crystal ring in which the demon would display whatever objects one wished to see.

Some speak highly of those enchanted mirrors in which children see the face of a thief who is being hunted for; others claim to see it in their fingernails. All of which can only be diabolical illusion.

Le Loyer relates that when he was studying law at Toulouse he lodged near a house where an elf spent the whole night drawing water from the well, making the pulley creak the entire time; at other times he seemed to be dragging something heavy up the stairs. But he very rarely came into the rooms, and when he did he made little noise.






Chapter XXX. Some further examples of elves

On 25 August 1746 I received a letter from a very worthy man, the curé of the parish of Walscheid, a village in the Vosges mountains in the county of Dabo in Lower Alsace, diocese of Metz.

In this letter he tells me that on 10 June 1740, at eight in the morning, while he was in his kitchen with his niece and the servant, he suddenly saw an iron pot standing on the floor turn round three or four times without anyone moving it. A moment later a stone weighing about a pound was thrown from the next room into the kitchen, in front of the same witnesses, without their seeing the hand that threw it.

The next day at nine in the morning some panes of glass were broken, and stones were thrown through them with what seemed to them supernatural accuracy. The spirit never hurt anyone, and never did anything at night, always by day.

The curé used the prayers laid down in the ritual to bless his house, and after that the spirit broke no more windows; but he went on throwing stones at the curé’s household, without ever hitting them. When they fetched water from the fountain he threw stones into the bucket, and afterwards he began working in the kitchen. One day, as the servant was planting cabbages in the garden, he pulled them up as fast as she planted them and laid them in a heap. She stormed, threatened, and swore in the German fashion, all in vain; the spirit went on with his tricks.

One day, when a bed in the garden had been dug and prepared, the spade was found driven two feet into the ground, with no trace of who had stuck it there; but they noticed a ribbon on the spade, and beside it two pieces of shoe-sole which the girl had locked in a little box the evening before.

Sometimes he amused himself by moving the earthenware and pewter about, setting it round the kitchen, or in the porch, or even in the cemetery, and always in broad daylight. One day he filled an iron pot with wild herbs, bran, and leaves, put some water in it, and carried it out to the garden walk; another time he hung it on the pot-hook over the fire. When the servant had broken two eggs into a dish for the curé’s supper, the spirit broke two more into it in front of him, the maid having merely turned away to fetch salt. And when the curé went to say mass, he came back to find all his crockery, furniture, linen, bread, milk, and everything else scattered about the house.

Sometimes the spirit would lay out circles on the paved floor, now with stones, now with grain or leaves, and in a moment, before everyone’s eyes, the whole thing would be overturned and disarranged.

Tired of these games, the curé sent for the mayor and told him he had resolved to leave the parsonage. While they were talking, the curé’s niece came in and said the spirit had torn up the cabbages in the garden and put some money in a hole in the ground. They went and found things exactly as she said. They picked up the money, which was what the curé had put away in a place that was not locked; and a moment later they found it again, scattered about the kitchen in pairs of coins.

When the agents of the count de Linange arrived at Walscheid they went to the curé’s house and convinced him that the whole thing was a spell. They told him to take two pistols and fire them at any place where he saw movement. At that same moment the spirit threw two silver coins out of the pocket of one of these officers — and from then on he was never noticed in the house again.

The fact that two pistols put an end to the scenes with which the elf had been troubling the good curé made him believe that this tormenting imp was none other than a certain bad parishioner whom the curé had been obliged to expel from the parish, and who had done all this by way of revenge. If that is the case, then either he had made himself invisible, or he had influence enough to send a familiar spirit in his place to plague the curé for some weeks. For if he was not bodily in the house, what had he to fear from a pistol shot fired at him? And if he was there bodily, how could he make himself invisible?

I have been told several times that a Cistercian monk had a familiar spirit who attended him, tidied his room, and got everything ready for him when he was on his way back from the country. They grew so used to this that they knew to expect him home by these signs, and he always arrived. Another monk of the same order is said to have had a familiar spirit who told him not only what was happening in the house but what was happening outside it; and one day he was woken three times and warned that some monks were quarrelling and about to come to blows. He ran to the spot and stopped the fight.

Sulpicius Severus relates that Martin often had conversations with the Virgin and other saints, and even with demons and the false gods of paganism; he talked with them and learned many secret things from them. One day, when a council was being held at Nîmes which he had not thought fit to attend but whose decisions he wanted to know, he was in a boat with Sulpicius, sitting apart as usual, when an angel appeared and told him what had happened in that assembly of bishops. Enquiry was made about the day and hour of the council, and it was found to be the same hour at which the angel had appeared to Martin.

We have been told several times of a young cleric in a seminary in Paris who had a spirit that waited on him and arranged his room and his clothes. One day, as the superior was passing the seminarian’s room, he heard him talking to someone. He went in and asked who he was talking to. The young man insisted there was nobody in the room, and indeed the superior could neither see nor find anyone. But since he had heard the conversation, the young man admitted that for some years he had been attended by a familiar spirit who did him every service a servant could, and who had promised him great advancement in the Church. The superior pressed him to give some proof. He ordered the spirit to set a chair for the superior, and the spirit obeyed. The archbishop was informed but did not think it right to publicize the matter. The young cleric was sent away, and the whole strange business was buried in silence.

Bodin speaks of a man of his acquaintance, still living when he wrote in 1588, who had a familiar that from the age of thirty-seven had given him good advice about his conduct — sometimes to correct his faults, sometimes to make him practise virtue, or to help him; resolving difficulties he met with in reading holy books, or giving him good counsel about his own affairs. It usually knocked at his door at three or four in the morning to wake him; and since the man distrusted all this, fearing it might be an evil angel, the spirit showed himself in broad daylight, striking gently on a glass bowl and then on a bench. When he was about to do something good and useful, the spirit touched his right ear; if it was something wrong and dangerous, his left ear — so that from then on nothing happened to him without warning. Sometimes he heard its voice; and one day, finding his life in imminent danger, he saw his spirit in the form of a child of extraordinary beauty, who saved him.

William, bishop of Paris, says he knew a rope-dancer who had a familiar spirit that played and joked with him and kept him from sleeping, throwing things against the wall, dragging off the bedclothes, or pulling him about in bed. We know from the account of a very sensible person that it has happened to him, out in open country and in daylight, to feel his cloak and boots pulled at and his hat knocked off, and then to hear bursts of laughter and the voice of a dead person he had known well, who seemed delighted by it.

The discovery of hidden or unknown things, whether in dreams or otherwise, can hardly be attributed to anything but familiar spirits. A man who knew not a word of Greek came to the elder Saumaise, a counsellor of the parlement of Dijon, and showed him these words, which he had heard in the night as he slept and had written down in French letters on waking: Apithi, ouk osphrainē tēn sēn apsychian. He asked what it meant. Saumaise told him it meant, “Get out — can you not smell your own death?” Taking the hint, the man moved out and left his house, which collapsed the following night.

The same story is told with slight differences by another author, who says it happened in Paris, that the spirit spoke in Syriac, and that Saumaise, on being consulted, answered, “Leave your house, for it will fall in ruins today at nine in the evening.” It is all too much the custom in retelling stories of this kind to add a few circumstances by way of embellishment.

Gassendi, in his life of Peiresc, relates that Peiresc, going one day to Nîmes with a friend named Rainier, was heard talking in his sleep in the night. Rainier woke him and asked what he had been saying. Peiresc answered, “I dreamed that being at Nîmes a jeweller offered me a medal of Julius Caesar for four crowns, and as I was counting out the money you woke me, much to my regret.” They arrived at Nîmes, and going about the town Peiresc recognized the goldsmith he had seen in his dream. Asking whether he had anything curious, he was told he had a gold medal of Julius Caesar. Peiresc asked what he thought it worth; the man said four crowns. Peiresc paid, delighted to see his dream so neatly fulfilled.

Here is a dream still more remarkable, though somewhat in the same line. A learned man of Dijon, having worn himself out all day over an important passage in a Greek poet without being able to make anything of it, went to bed still turning the difficulty over. In his sleep his spirit carried him to Stockholm, took him into Queen Christina’s palace, led him to the library, and showed him a small volume, which was exactly what he wanted. He opened it and read ten or twelve Greek lines in it which completely cleared up the difficulty that had baffled him so long. He woke and wrote down the lines he had seen at Stockholm. The next day he wrote to Descartes, then in Sweden, asking him to look in such a place and in such a section of the library to see whether the book he described was there, and whether the Greek lines he sent were to be read in it.

Descartes replied that he had found the book in question, and that the lines were there in the place indicated; and that a friend had promised him a copy of the work, which he would send at the first opportunity.

We have already said something of the spirit or familiar daemon of Socrates, which prevented him from doing certain things but never prompted him to do others. It is said that after the defeat of the Athenian army under Laches, Socrates, fleeing with the rest alongside that general, came to a place where several roads met and would not take the road the other fugitives took. Asked why, he replied that his daemon was drawing him away from it. The event justified him: all those who took the other road were killed or captured by the enemy cavalry.

It is doubtful whether the elves so many things are told of are good spirits or bad, for the faith of the Church admits nothing in between. Every spirit is either good or bad. But as there are many mansions in heaven, as the Gospel says, and as among the blessed there are various degrees of glory differing from one another, so we may believe that there are in hell various degrees of pain and punishment for the damned and for the demons.

But might they not rather be magicians, who make themselves invisible and amuse themselves by disturbing the living? Why do they attach themselves to particular places and particular people rather than others? Why do they make themselves perceptible only for a certain time, and sometimes a very short one?

I could readily conclude that everything said of them is fancy and prejudice; but their reality has been experienced so often, in the words they have spoken and the things they have done in the presence of many wise and enlightened people, that I cannot persuade myself that among the great number of stories told about them there are not at least some that are true.

It may be remarked that these elves never lead anyone towards anything good — not to prayer, or piety, or the love of God, or godly and serious action. If they do no other harm, they leave damaging doubts about the punishment of the damned and the efficacy of prayer and exorcism. If they do not injure the people or animals in the place where they appear, it is because God sets limits to their malice and their power. The devil has a thousand ways of deceiving us. Everyone these spirits attach themselves to comes to dread, distrust, and fear them; and it rarely happens that these familiar demons do not bring them to a dangerous end, unless they free themselves by serious acts of religion and penance.

Here is a story of a spirit which, says the man who wrote it to me, “I no more doubt than if I had witnessed it myself.”

Count Despilliers the elder, as a young man and captain of cuirassiers, was in winter quarters in Flanders. One of his men came to him one day begging to be moved to another billet, saying that a spirit came into his bedroom every night and would not let him sleep. Despilliers sent him away and laughed at his simplicity. Some days later the same trooper came back with the same request; the captain’s only answer would have been a beating with a stick, had the soldier not avoided it by getting out quickly. At last he came back a third time and told his captain he could bear it no longer and would have to desert if his lodgings were not changed. Despilliers, who knew the man to be brave and level-headed, swore an oath and said, “I will come and sleep with you tonight and see what the matter is.”

At ten in the evening the captain went to the soldier’s lodging, laid his pistols primed on the table, and lay down in his clothes with his sword at his side, in a bed without curtains, next to his soldier. About midnight he heard something come into the room, and in an instant the bed was turned upside down, burying the captain and the soldier under the mattress and the palliasse. Despilliers had great trouble getting himself free and finding his sword and pistols again, and went home thoroughly bewildered. The trooper had a new billet the very next day and slept soundly in his new host’s house.

Despilliers used to tell this story to anyone who would listen. He was a fearless man who had never known what it was to give ground before danger. He died a field marshal in the armies of the emperor Charles VI and governor of the fortress of Szeged. His son confirmed the story to me only recently, as having heard it from his father.

The person who writes to me adds: “I have no doubt that spirits sometimes return; but I have found myself in a great many places said to be haunted. I have even tried several times to see them, and I have never seen any. I once found myself among more than four thousand people who all said they saw the spirit; I was the only one in the whole assembly who saw nothing.” So writes a very worthy officer to me this year, 1745, in the same letter in which he tells the story of Despilliers.






Chapter XXXI. Spirits that guard treasure

Everyone agrees that an immense amount of wealth lies buried in the earth, or lost under the sea in shipwrecks. People imagine that the devil, whom they regard as the god of riches — Mammon, the Pluto of the pagans — is the keeper, or at least the guardian, of these treasures. He said to Jesus Christ, when he tempted him in the wilderness and showed him all the kingdoms of the earth and their glory: “All these things I will give you, if you will fall down and worship me.”

We know too that the ancients very often buried vast treasures in the tombs of the dead, either so that the dead might use them in the other world, or so that their souls might keep guard over them in those dark places. Job seems to allude to this old custom when he says, “Would to God I had never been born: I should be sleeping now with the kings and great men of the earth, who built themselves solitary places; like those who search for treasure and rejoice when they find a tomb” — no doubt because they hope to find great riches in it.

There were very precious things in the tomb of Cyrus. Semiramis had it inscribed on her own mausoleum that it contained great riches. Josephus relates that Solomon placed great treasures in the tomb of his father David, and that the high priest Hyrcanus, besieged in Jerusalem by King Antiochus, took three thousand talents out of it. He says further that years later Herod the Great had the same tomb searched and took large sums from it.

We find several laws against those who violate tombs to take out the precious things in them; the emperor Marcian forbade riches to be hidden in tombs at all. If such things have been placed in the tombs of worthy and holy people, and if they have been discovered through revelations by the good spirits of those who died in faith and grace, we cannot conclude from that that all hidden treasure is in the devil’s power and that he alone knows of it. The good angels know of it too; and the saints may be far more faithful guardians of it than the demons, who usually have no power to enrich anyone, or to deliver from poverty, punishment, or death itself those who give themselves to them in hope of reward.

Melanchthon relates that the devil told a priest where a treasure was hidden. The priest went to the spot with a friend, and they saw a black dog lying on a chest. The priest went in to take out the treasure and was crushed and smothered under the collapsing cavern.

Rémy, in his Demonolatry, speaks of several people whose cases he heard in his capacity as lieutenant-general of Lorraine, at a time when that country was swarming with wizards and witches. Those among them who believed they had been given money by the devil found nothing in their purses but broken potsherds, coals, leaves, or other things equally worthless.

The reverend Father Abram, a Jesuit, reports in his manuscript history of the university of Pont-à-Mousson that a young man of good family but small means first took service in the army among the valets and servants; his parents then sent him to school, but disliking the discipline that study requires, he left and went back to his former way of life. On the road he met a man in a silk coat, but ill-looking, dark, and hideous, who asked where he was going and why he looked so downcast. “I can set you up very comfortably,” the man said, “if you will give yourself to me.”

The young man, thinking he wanted to hire him as a servant, asked for time to think it over. But growing suspicious of the magnificent promises being made him, he looked at the man more closely, noticed that his left foot was cloven like an ox’s, took fright, made the sign of the cross, and called on the name of Jesus — at which the apparition vanished at once.

Three days later the same figure appeared again and asked whether he had made up his mind. The young man said he did not want a master. “Where are you going?” said the apparition. “To such and such a town,” he answered. At that the demon threw a purse down at his feet, which chinked, and which he found to hold thirty or forty Flemish crowns, among them about twelve that looked like gold, newly struck, as though straight from the mint. In the same purse was a powder which the apparition said was of a very subtle quality.

At the same time he gave him vile advice for gratifying the most shameful appetites, and urged him to give up the use of holy water and the adoration of the host, which he called derisively “that little cake.” The boy was horrified at these proposals and made the sign of the cross over his heart — and at once felt himself thrown violently to the ground, where he lay half dead for half an hour. When he got up he went home to his mother, did penance, and changed his way of life. The coins that had looked like newly minted gold, when put in the fire, turned out to be nothing but copper.

I tell this story to show that the devil aims only at deceiving and corrupting even those to whom he makes the most attractive promises and appears to give great wealth.

Some years ago two monks, both well-informed and sensible men, consulted me about something that happened at Orbey, a village in Alsace near the abbey of Pairis. Two men of the place told them they had seen a small box or casket come up out of the ground, which they supposed was full of money; and when they tried to lay hold of it, it drew back from them and hid itself under the ground again. This happened to them more than once.

Theophanes, a celebrated and serious Greek historian, relates under the year 408 that Kavadh, king of Persia, hearing that between India and Persia there was a castle called Zubdadeyer containing a great quantity of gold, silver, and precious stones, resolved to make himself master of it. But these treasures were guarded by demons who would let nobody approach. He set some of the magi and some Jews who were with him to conjure and exorcise them, but their efforts were useless. The king then bethought himself of the God of the Christians, prayed to him, sent for the bishop who headed the Christian church in Persia, and begged him to obtain these treasures for him and drive out the demons guarding them. The bishop offered the holy sacrifice, took part in it, and going to the spot drove away the demons who kept the riches, putting the king in peaceful possession of the castle.

When I told this story to a man of some rank, he told me that in Malta two knights hired a slave who boasted that he had the secret of summoning demons and forcing them to reveal the most hidden things. They took him to an old castle where treasure was thought to be concealed. The slave performed his summonings, and at last the demon opened a rock from which a coffer emerged. The slave went to take hold of it, but the coffer went back into the rock. This happened more than once; and the slave, after wearing himself out, came and told the knights what had happened. He was so exhausted that he needed something to revive him. They gave him refreshment, and when he had gone back they heard, after a while, a noise. They went into the cave with a light to see what had happened, and found the slave lying dead, his flesh covered all over with cuts in the shape of crosses, as if made with a penknife — so thickly that there was not room to lay a finger anywhere unmarked. The knights carried him to the shore and threw him into the sea with a heavy stone tied round his neck. We could name these people and give the dates, if it were necessary.

The same person told us at the same time that about ninety years earlier an old woman of Malta was told by a spirit that there was a great deal of treasure in her cellar belonging to a knight of high standing, and was ordered to go and inform him of it. She went to his house but could not get an audience. The following night the same spirit returned and gave her the same order; and when she refused to obey, he abused her and sent her back on the same errand. The next day she went again to find this lord and told the servants she would not leave until she had spoken to their master. She told him what had happened, and the knight decided to go to her house, taking men with the proper tools for digging. They dug, and very soon so much water sprang up from the spot where they had put in their picks that they had to abandon the attempt.

The knight confessed to the Inquisitor what he had done and received absolution; but he was obliged to have the whole affair entered in the registers of the Inquisition.

About sixty years afterwards, the canons of the cathedral of Malta, wanting more open space in front of their church, bought some houses that had to be pulled down, among them the one that had belonged to the old woman. As they were digging there they found the treasure: a good many gold pieces worth a ducat each, bearing the head of the emperor Justinian I. The Grand Master of the Order of Malta claimed the treasure as sovereign of the island; the canons disputed it. The case went to Rome; the Grand Master won, and the gold was brought to him, amounting to about sixty thousand ducats — which he then made over to the cathedral.

Some time later the knight we spoke of, by then very old, remembered what had happened to him, and claimed the treasure ought to be his. He had himself taken to the spot, recognized the cellar he had been in, and pointed out the entry made in the register of the Inquisition sixty years before. They did not let him recover the treasure; but it was proof that the devil had known of this money and kept watch over it. The man who told me the story has three or four of the gold pieces in his possession, having bought them from the canons.






Chapter XXXII. Further instances of hidden treasure guarded by spirits good or bad

We read in a recent work that a man named Honoré Mirable found in a garden near Marseille a treasure of several Portuguese gold pieces, on information from an apparition that came to him at eleven at night near the country house called du Paret.

He made the discovery in the presence of the woman who farmed the land of this house and of the farm servant, named Bernard. When he first saw the treasure buried in the earth, wrapped in a bundle of old linen, he was afraid to touch it in case it was poisoned and would kill him. He lifted it with a hook made from an almond branch and carried it to his room, where he unwrapped it with no witness present and found a great deal of gold in it. To satisfy the wishes of the spirit that had appeared to him, he had masses said for it.

He confided his good fortune to a countryman of his named Anquier, who lent him forty livres and gave him a note acknowledging a debt of twenty thousand livres and receipting the forty livres lent. The note was dated 27 September 1726.

Some time later Mirable asked Anquier to pay the note. Anquier denied everything. A great lawsuit followed; depositions were taken and Anquier’s house was searched; sentence was given on 10 September 1727 that Anquier should be arrested and put to the question. An appeal was made to the parlement of Aix. Anquier’s note was declared a forgery. Bernard, who was said to have been present at the discovery, was never called at all; the other witnesses deposed only from hearsay. Madeleine Caillot alone, who had been present, admitted seeing the packet wrapped in linen, hearing a chinking as of gold or silver coins, and seeing one of them, a piece about the size of a two-liard coin.

The parlement of Aix issued its decree on 17 February 1728 ordering that Bernard, the farm servant at the Bastide du Paret, be heard. He was examined on several days and deposed that he had seen neither treasure, nor rags, nor gold pieces. Another decree followed on 2 June 1728, ordering the attorney-general to proceed by way of ecclesiastical censure on the facts arising.

The indictment was published and fifty-three witnesses were heard. A further sentence of 18 February 1729 discharged Anquier from the suit, condemned Mirable to the galleys for life after first being put to the question, and fined Caillot ten francs. Such was the end of this great lawsuit.

If we look closely into these stories of spirits watching over treasure, we shall no doubt find, as here, a great deal of superstition, fraud, and fantasy.

Del Rio gives several instances of people who were put to death, or who perished miserably, while searching for hidden treasure. In all of this we may see the spirit of lying and seduction on the devil’s part, the limits set to his power and his malice checked by the will of God, and on man’s part impiety, greed, idle curiosity, and the trust he places in the angel of darkness — at the cost of his wealth, his life, and his soul.

Johann Weyer, in his book On the Illusions of Demons, printed at Basel in 1577, relates that in 1430 the devil revealed to a priest at Nuremberg some treasure hidden in a cave near the town and enclosed in a crystal vessel. The priest took a friend with him for company; they began digging at the place indicated and found in an underground cavern a kind of chest, with a black dog lying beside it. The priest rushed forward to seize the treasure — but hardly had he entered the cavern than it collapsed, crushed him, and filled up with earth as before.

The following is taken from a letter written from Kirchheim on 1 January 1747 to Schoepflin, professor of history and rhetoric at Strasbourg.

“It is now more than a year since Cavallari, first musician to my serene master and a Venetian by birth, wanted to have the ground dug up at Rothenkirchen, a league from here, formerly a renowned abbey, destroyed at the time of the Reformation. The occasion was an apparition which showed itself more than once at midday to the wife of the tenant of Rothenkirchen, and above all on 7 May in two successive years. She swears, and will take her oath on it, that she saw a venerable priest in pontifical vestments embroidered with gold, who threw down a great heap of stones in front of her; and although she is a Lutheran, and therefore not much given to believing such things, she nevertheless thinks that if she had had the presence of mind to spread out a handkerchief or an apron, all the stones would have turned into money.

“Cavallari then asked leave to dig there, which was granted all the more readily since a tenth of any treasure is due to the sovereign. He was treated as a visionary, and the notion of treasure was regarded as absurd. Meanwhile he laughed at the ridicule in advance, and asked me whether I would go halves with him. I did not hesitate a moment to accept — but I was very much surprised to find that there were little earthenware pots full of gold pieces, all of them finer than fourteenth- and fifteenth-century ducats usually are. My share came to 666, found on three separate occasions. There are pieces of the archbishops of Mainz, Trier, and Cologne, of the towns of Oppenheim, Bacharach, Bingen, and Koblenz; some also of the Palatine Ruprecht, of Frederick, burgrave of Nuremberg, a few of Wenceslaus, and one of the emperor Charles IV.”

This shows that not only demons but saints too are sometimes guardians of treasure — unless you prefer to say that the devil had taken the shape of the prelate. But what would the devil gain by giving the treasure to these gentlemen, who never asked him for it and hardly gave him a thought? I have seen two of these pieces in Schoepflin’s hands.

The story just related is repeated with slight differences in a printed sheet advertising a lottery of the pieces found at Rothenkirchen, in the province of Nassau not far from the Donnersberg. It states that the pieces are worth twelve livres ten sous in French money. The lottery was to be drawn publicly on 1 February 1750, and each ticket cost six livres French. I give these details only to establish that the thing really happened.

We may add to all this what Bartholin reports in his book on the contempt of death among the ancient Danes. He relates that the riches hidden in the tombs of the great men of that country were guarded by the shades of those they belonged to, and that these shades, or these demons, struck terror into anyone who tried to carry off the treasure, either by pouring out a flood of water or by causing flames to appear around the monuments enclosing the bodies and the treasure.






Chapter XXXIII. Spectres that appear and foretell unknown or future things

Both in ancient and modern writers we find an endless number of stories of spectres. There is no doubt at all that their apparitions are the work of the devil, if they are real. But it cannot be denied that there is a great deal of illusion and falsehood in everything told about them.

We shall distinguish two kinds. There are those that appear to people in order to injure or deceive them, or to announce things to come, fortunate or otherwise. And there are the spectres that infest particular houses, which they have made themselves masters of, and where they are seen and heard. We shall deal with the latter in another chapter, and show that most of these apparitions may be suspected of being false.

Pliny the Younger, writing to his friend Sura about apparitions, says he is much inclined to believe them true, and the reason he gives is what happened to Quintus Curtius Rufus. Rufus had gone to Africa in the retinue of the Roman treasurer, and walking one evening under a portico he saw a woman of unusual height and beauty, who told him she was Africa and assured him that he would one day return to that country as proconsul. The promise filled him with high hopes; and by his intrigues and with the help of friends he had bribed, he obtained the quaestorship, and afterwards became praetor by the favour of the emperor Tiberius. This office having covered the obscurity and lowness of his birth, he was sent as proconsul to Africa, where he died after being granted a triumph. It is said that on his return to Africa the same figure who had foretold his greatness appeared to him again at the moment he landed at Carthage.

These predictions, so precise and so exactly fulfilled, made Pliny the Younger believe that predictions of this kind are never made in vain. The story of Curtius Rufus was written by Tacitus long before Pliny’s time, and Pliny may have taken it from him.

After the murder of Caligula in his palace, he was buried half burnt in his own gardens. The princesses his sisters, returning from exile, had his remains properly burnt and honourably interred; but it was said that before this was done, those responsible for watching the gardens and the palace had been disturbed every night by phantoms and frightful noises.

The following case is so extraordinary that I would not repeat it if the account were not attested by more than one writer, and also preserved in the public records of a considerable town in Upper Saxony. The town is Hamelin, in the principality of Calenberg, at the confluence of the rivers Hamel and Weser.

In the year 1384 this town was overrun by such a prodigious multitude of rats that they destroyed all the grain stored in the granaries. Everything that skill and experience could devise was tried against them, and everything usually employed against such creatures. At this point there came to the town a stranger, taller than ordinary, dressed in a coat of many colours, who undertook to rid them of this plague for an agreed fee.

He then drew a pipe from his sleeve, and at the sound of it all the rats came out of their holes and followed him. He led them straight to the river, into which they ran and were drowned. On his return he asked for the promised payment, which was refused him, apparently on account of the ease with which he had exterminated the rats.

The next day, which was a feast day, he chose the moment when the older inhabitants of the town were at church, and by means of another pipe which he began to play, all the boys in the town over the age of fourteen, a hundred and thirty of them, gathered round him. He led them to the neighbouring hill called the Koppelberg, under which is the town’s sewer and where criminals are executed. These boys disappeared and were never seen again.

A young girl who had followed at a distance witnessed it and brought the news back to the town.

They still show a hollow in this hill where they say he made the boys go in. At the corner of the opening is an inscription so old that it can no longer be read; but the story is depicted in the stained glass of the church windows, and it is said that in the public documents of the town it is still the custom to put dates in this form: done in the year ——, after the disappearance of our children.

If this account is not wholly fabulous, as it appears to be, we can only regard this man as a spectre and an evil spirit who, by God’s permission, punished the bad faith of the townsmen in the persons of their children, though the children were innocent of their fathers’ fault. It might be that a man could have some natural secret for drawing rats together and driving them into the river; but only diabolical malice would destroy so many innocent children out of revenge on their fathers.

Julius Caesar, having entered Italy and wishing to cross the Rubicon, saw a man of more than ordinary stature who began to whistle. Several soldiers ran up to listen, and this apparition seized a trumpet from one of them, sounded the alarm, and crossed the river. Caesar at that moment said, without further deliberation, “Let us go where the omens of the gods and the injustice of our enemies call us.”

The emperor Trajan was got out of the city of Antioch by a phantom, which made him leave through a window in the middle of the terrible earthquake that destroyed almost the whole town. The philosopher Simonides was warned by an apparition that his house was about to fall; he left immediately, and soon afterwards it collapsed.

The emperor Julian the Apostate told his friends that when his troops were pressing him to accept the empire, being then at Paris, he saw one night a figure in the form of a woman, in the way the guardian spirit of an empire is usually depicted, who offered to stay with him — but warned him that it would only be for a short time. The same emperor also said that while he was writing in his tent a little before his death, his familiar spirit appeared to him, leaving the tent with a sad and downcast air. Shortly before the death of the emperor Constantius, Julian had a vision at night of a shining phantom, which pronounced and repeated to him more than once four lines of Greek verse to the effect that when Jupiter should be in the sign of Aquarius and Saturn in the twenty-fifth degree of Virgo, Constantius would end his life in Asia in a terrible manner.

The same emperor Julian calls Jupiter to witness that he had often seen Asclepius, who cured him of his illnesses.






Chapter XXXIV. Further apparitions of spectres

Plutarch, whose seriousness and good sense are well known, speaks often of spectres and apparitions. He says, for instance, that at the famous battle of Marathon against the Persians several soldiers saw the phantom of Theseus fighting for the Greeks against the enemy.

The same Plutarch, in his life of Sulla, says that general saw in his sleep the goddess the Romans worshipped according to Cappadocian rites — whether Bellona, or Minerva, or the Moon. This divinity presented herself to Sulla and put a kind of thunderbolt into his hand, telling him to hurl it at his enemies, whom she named one after another; and as he struck each of them he saw them fall dead at his feet. There is reason to think this goddess was Minerva, to whom, as to Jupiter, paganism attributed the right to throw the thunderbolt — or rather that it was a demon.

Pausanias, general of the Spartans, having accidentally killed Cleonice, a girl of one of the leading families of Byzantium, was tormented night and day by her ghost, which gave him no rest and repeated angrily a line of verse whose sense was: Go before the tribunal of justice that punishes crime and awaits you. Insolence is fatal to mortals in the end.

Pausanias, forever haunted by this figure that followed him everywhere, withdrew to Heraclea in Elis, where there was a temple served by priests who were magicians, called psychagogues, meaning those who profess to call up the souls of the dead. There Pausanias, after making the customary libations and funeral offerings, called on the spirit of Cleonice and begged her to give up her anger against him. Cleonice at last appeared, and told him that very soon, once he had reached Sparta, he would be freed from his troubles — apparently meaning by these mysterious words the death that awaited him there.

Here we see plainly the practice of calling up the dead, solemnly carried out in a temple consecrated to these ceremonies; which at least demonstrates the belief and custom of the Greeks. And if Cleonice really did appear to Pausanias and announce his approaching death, can we deny that either the evil spirit or the spirit of Cleonice is the author of this prediction — unless indeed it was a trick of the priests, which is likely enough, and which the ambiguous answer given to Pausanias rather suggests.

Pausanias the historian writes that four hundred years after the battle of Marathon a noise was still heard there every night of horses neighing and cries like those of soldiers rousing themselves for battle. Plutarch also speaks of spectres seen, and frightful howling heard, in some public baths where several citizens of his native Chaeronea had been put to death; they had even been obliged to close these baths, which did not stop people living nearby from continuing to hear great noises and see apparitions from time to time.

Dion the philosopher, disciple of Plato and general of the Syracusans, was sitting one evening deep in thought in the portico of his house when he heard a great noise and then saw a terrible apparition of a woman of monstrous height, resembling one of the Furies as they are depicted in tragedies. It was still daylight, and she began sweeping the house. Dion, thoroughly alarmed, sent to beg his friends to come and stay with him through the night; but the woman did not appear again. A short time afterwards his son threw himself from the top of the house, and Dion himself was assassinated by conspirators.

Marcus Brutus, one of the murderers of Julius Caesar, was in his tent on a night that was not very dark, about the third hour, when he saw a monstrous and terrifying figure come in. “Who are you? A man or a god? And why have you come?” The spectre answered, “I am your evil genius. You shall see me at Philippi.” Brutus replied without flinching, “I shall meet you there.”

Going out afterwards, he told Cassius what had happened. Cassius, being of the Epicurean school and no believer in that kind of apparition, told him it was pure imagination; that there are no spirits or genii of any kind that can appear to men; and that even if they did appear they would have neither human form nor human voice, and could do us no harm. Brutus was somewhat reassured by this reasoning, but it did not remove all his uneasiness.

But the same Cassius, in the Philippi campaign and in the middle of the battle, saw Julius Caesar, whom he had assassinated, coming at him at full gallop; which frightened him so badly that in the end he threw himself on his own sword. Cassius of Parma, a different man from the one just spoken of, saw an evil spirit come into his tent and announce his approaching death.

Drusus, making war on the Germans in the time of Augustus and wanting to cross the Elbe to penetrate further into the country, was stopped by a woman of more than ordinary height who appeared to him and said, “Drusus, where are you going? Will you never be satisfied? Your end is near — go back.” He turned round and died before he could reach the Rhine, which he had meant to recross.

Gregory of Nyssa, in his life of Gregory Thaumaturgus, says that during a great plague that ravaged the city of Neocaesarea, spectres were seen in broad daylight entering houses, into which they brought certain death.

After the famous riot at Antioch in the time of the emperor Theodosius, a kind of Fury was seen running about the town with a whip, which she cracked like a coachman urging on his horses.

Martin, bishop of Tours, being at Trier, went into a house where he found a spirit that frightened him at first. Martin ordered him to leave the body he had taken possession of; but instead of going out, he entered the body of another man in the same house, and throwing himself on those present began attacking and biting them. Martin put himself in his way, thrust his fingers into the man’s mouth, and dared him to bite. The possessed man drew back as though a bar of red-hot iron had been put in his mouth, and at last the demon left the body — not by the mouth, but from behind.

John, bishop of Atria, who lived in the sixth century, speaking of the great plague under the emperor Justinian which almost every historian of the time mentions, says that boats of brass were seen carrying black men without heads, sailing over the sea towards the places where the plague was beginning. He says that this infection depopulated a town in Egypt until only seven men and a boy of ten were left; and that these people, trying to get out of the town with a great deal of money, fell down dead on the spot.

The boy fled, carrying nothing with him, but at the town gate he was stopped by an apparition which dragged him, struggling, back to the house where the seven dead men were. Some time later the steward of a rich man went in to fetch some of his master’s furniture, the master having gone to live in the country, and was warned by the same boy to get out — but he died suddenly. The servants who had come with the steward ran away and carried the news to their master.

The same bishop John relates that he was at Constantinople during a very great plague which carried off ten, twelve, fifteen, and sixteen thousand people a day, so that they reckoned two hundred thousand died of it. He says that during this time demons were seen running from house to house wearing the habits of clergy or monks, killing everyone they met inside.

The death of Karlstadt was attended by frightful circumstances, according to the ministers of Basel, his colleagues, who testified to it at the time. They relate that at the last sermon Karlstadt preached in the church at Basel, a tall black man came and sat down next to the consul. The preacher noticed him and seemed thrown off balance by it. Coming down from the pulpit, he asked who that stranger was who had taken the seat beside the chief magistrate; nobody had seen him but Karlstadt himself.

When he got home he heard more of this apparition. The black man had been there and had caught up by the hair the youngest and best-loved of his children. Having lifted the child off the ground, he seemed about to dash him down and break his head; but he contented himself with telling the boy to warn his father that he would return in three days, and that he must be ready. The child repeated what had been said, and Karlstadt was terrified. He took to his bed in a state of alarm, and in three days he was dead. These apparitions of the devil were, on Luther’s own admission, fairly frequent among the first reformers.

These instances of apparitions could be multiplied endlessly; but if we set out to criticize them, there is hardly one that is really certain or that would stand up to serious and thorough examination. Here follows one which I relate deliberately, because it has some remarkable features and because its falsehood was eventually admitted.






Chapter XXXV. Examination of a supposed spectre

Business having taken the count d’Alais to Marseille, a most extraordinary thing happened to him there. He asked Neuré to write to our philosopher Gassendi to know what he made of it, which Neuré did in these terms.

The count and countess, having come to Marseille, saw as they lay in bed a luminous apparition. Both were wide awake. To be sure it was not some illusion, they called their valets; but no sooner had these appeared with torches than the apparition vanished. They had every opening and crack they could find in the room stopped up and then went back to bed — but hardly had the valets withdrawn than it appeared again.

Its light was less bright than the sun’s, but brighter than the moon’s. Sometimes the shape was angular, sometimes a circle, sometimes an oval. It was easy to read a letter by the light it gave. It often shifted position, and sometimes appeared on the count’s bed. It had on it what looked like little shields, above which were printed characters. There was nothing unpleasant about it at all; instead of frightening them it gave them pleasure. It appeared every night while the count stayed at Marseille. When the count once put his hands on it to see whether it was something attached to the bed curtain, the apparition vanished for that night and came back the next.

Gassendi, consulted about this, replied on the 13th of the same month. He says first of all that he does not know what to make of the vision. He does not deny that this apparition might have been sent by God to tell them something; and what makes that plausible is the great piety of them both, and the fact that there was nothing frightening about it, quite the reverse.

But what deserves more attention is this: if God had sent it, he would have made known why he sent it. God does not play games; and since it is impossible to make out what is to be hoped for or feared, pursued or avoided, it is clear that this apparition cannot come from him. Otherwise his conduct would be less admirable than that of a father, or a prince, or a decent or even merely prudent man who, knowing something that greatly concerned those in his charge, would not content himself with warning them in riddles.

If this apparition is something natural, nothing could be harder than to identify it, or even to find a conjecture that would explain it. Although I am well aware of my own ignorance, I will venture an idea.

Might it not be suggested that this light appeared because the count’s eye was affected, either internally or externally? The eye may be affected internally in two ways. First, as the emperor Tiberius’s eyes always were when he woke in the night and opened them: a light came out of them by which he could make out objects in the dark by looking hard at them. I have known the same thing happen to a lady of rank. Second, if his eyes were disposed in a certain way, as happens to me when I wake: if I open my eyes, they perceive rays of light where there has been none.

Nobody can deny that some flash may dart from our eyes representing objects to us, which are reflected in the eye and leave their traces there. It is known that animals which hunt at night have piercing sight, so as to make out their prey and carry it off; and that the animal spirit in the eye, which may be given off from it, is of the nature of fire and therefore luminous. It may happen that the eyes being closed in sleep, this spirit, heated by the eyelids, becomes inflamed and sets some faculty such as the imagination in motion. For does it not happen that various kinds of wood, and fish bones, give off light when heat is stirred up in them by putrefaction? Why then should not the heat stirred up in this confined spirit produce some light?

He goes on to argue that imagination alone might do it.

The count d’Alais, having returned to Marseille and lodged in the same rooms, saw the same apparition again. Neuré wrote to Gassendi that they had observed the apparition entering the room through the wainscoting; which led Gassendi to write to the count telling him to examine the matter more closely. Even after this discovery he still would not commit himself. He contented himself with encouraging the count, and telling him that if this apparition came from God, God would not leave him waiting long and would soon make his will known; and that if it did not come from God, he would not permit it to continue, and it would soon turn out to have a natural cause. Nothing more is said of this apparition anywhere.

Three years later the countess d’Alais frankly admitted to the count that she had had the whole farce staged by one of her women, because she did not want to live at Marseille. Her woman was under the bed and produced a phosphoric light from time to time.

The count d’Alais related this himself to Puget of Lyon, who told it about thirty-five years ago to Falconet, doctor of medicine of the Royal Academy of Belles-Lettres, from whom I had it. Gassendi, when the count consulted him in earnest, answered like a man who had no doubt of the truth of the apparition — which shows how true it is that most of these extraordinary facts need very careful examination before any opinion can be formed about them.






Chapter XXXVI. Spectres that haunt houses

There are several kinds of spectre or ghost that haunt particular houses, make noises there, appear, and disturb the people living in them. Some are sprites or elves who amuse themselves by troubling the peace of the household. Others are the ghosts of the dead, who trouble the living until they have been given burial; some, it is said, make the place their purgatory; others show themselves or make themselves heard because they were murdered there, and ask that their death be avenged or their bodies buried.

So many stories are told about these things that nobody pays any attention to them now, and nobody believes any of them. And in fact, when these supposed apparitions are thoroughly examined, their falsehood and illusion are easy to discover.

In one case it is a tenant wanting to give the house a bad name, to stop anyone else coming who might take his place. In another, a gang of counterfeiters has taken over a building and has every interest in keeping their secret. In another it is a farmer wanting to hold on to his farm and prevent others from bidding higher for it. Elsewhere it will be cats, or owls, or even rats, whose noise frightens the master and the servants — as happened some years ago at Mosheim, where large rats amused themselves at night by working the machines the women use to bruise hemp and flax. An honest man who told me the story wanted a closer look, and went up to the loft armed with two pistols, his servant armed the same way. After a moment of silence they saw the rats begin their game; they fired on them, killed two, and scattered the rest. The story got about the district and made an excellent joke.

I am now going to relate some of these apparitions, on which the reader may pass judgment for himself.

Pliny the Younger says there was a very handsome house at Athens that had been abandoned on account of a spectre that haunted it. The philosopher Athenodorus, arriving in the city and seeing a board announcing that the house was for sale very cheap, bought it and went to sleep there with his household.

While he was busy reading and writing during the night he suddenly heard a great noise as of chains being dragged along, and saw something like a frightful old man loaded with iron chains coming towards him. Athenodorus went on writing. The spectre signed to him to follow; the philosopher signed back to him to wait, and went on writing. At last he took his lamp and followed the spectre, which led him into the courtyard of the house, then sank into the ground and disappeared.

Athenodorus, without taking fright, pulled up some of the grass to mark the spot, and went back to his room to sleep. The next day he informed the magistrates of what had happened; they came to the house, dug at the place he pointed out, and found the bones of a human body loaded with chains. They had them properly buried, and the house was quiet from then on.

Lucian relates a very similar story. There was, he says, a house at Corinth that had belonged to one Eubatides, in the quarter called Cranaus. A man named Arignotus undertook to spend the night there without troubling himself about the spectre said to haunt it. He equipped himself with certain Egyptian books of magic for conjuring the spectre. Going into the house at night with a light, he began reading quietly in the courtyard. The spectre appeared before long, taking the shape now of a dog, now of a bull, now of a lion. Arignotus quite calmly began pronouncing certain magical invocations he read out of his books, and by their power forced the spectre into a corner of the courtyard, where it sank into the earth and disappeared.

The next day Arignotus sent for Eubatides, the owner of the house, and having had the ground dug up where the phantom had vanished, they found a skeleton, which they had properly buried; and from that time nothing more was seen or heard.

It is Lucian — that is to say, the least credulous man in the world about such things — who puts this story into Arignotus’s mouth. In the same passage he says that Democritus, who believed in neither angels nor demons nor spirits, having shut himself up in a tomb outside Athens to write and study, was visited by a party of young men who wanted to frighten him. They dressed in black, as the dead are represented, put on hideous masks, and came at night shrieking and capering around the place where he was working. He let them get on with it, and without disturbing himself in the least, told them coolly to stop playing the fool.

I do not know whether the historian who wrote the life of Germanus of Auxerre had the stories just told in front of him, and wanted to ornament the saint’s life with something very like them. Travelling one day through his diocese, the saint was obliged to spend the night with his clerks in a house that had long been abandoned because of the spirits haunting it. The clerk who was reading to him in the night suddenly saw a spectre, which alarmed him at first; but having woken the holy bishop, Germanus commanded the spectre in the name of Jesus Christ to say who he was and what he wanted.

The phantom said that he and his companion had committed several crimes; that having died and been buried in that house, they disturbed everyone who lodged there until burial rites should be granted them. Germanus ordered him to show where their bodies lay, and the spectre led him to the spot. The next day he called together the people of the neighbourhood; they searched among the ruins of the building where the brambles had been disturbed, and found the bones of two men thrown together in a heap and loaded with chains. They were buried, prayers were said for them, and they never returned.

If these men were wretches who died in crime and impenitence, all of this can only be attributed to the devil’s cunning, meant to show the living that the damned take trouble to procure rest for their bodies by getting them buried, and for their souls by getting them prayed for. But if the two were Christians who had expiated their crimes by repentance and died in communion with the Church, God might permit them to appear and ask for burial and for the prayers the Church customarily says for the repose of those who die with some slight fault still to be expiated.

Here is a case of the same kind, but attended by circumstances that may make it more credible. It is told by Antonio de Torquemada in his Jardín de flores curiosas, printed at Salamanca in 1570.

He says that shortly before his own time a young man named Vásquez de Ayola went with two companions to Bologna to study law, and not finding lodgings in the town of the kind they wanted, they took a large and handsome house that everyone had abandoned because it was haunted by a spectre that frightened off anyone who tried to live there. They laughed at such talk and moved in.

At the end of a month, as Ayola was sitting up alone in his room with his companions asleep in their beds, he heard at a distance a noise as of several chains being dragged along the ground, coming towards him up the great staircase. He commended himself to God, made the sign of the cross, took up a shield and sword, and with his candle in his hand he saw the door opened by a terrifying spectre that was nothing but bones, but loaded with chains.

Ayola conjured him and asked what he wanted. The phantom signed to him to follow, and he did; but going down the stairs his light blew out. He went back to relight it, then followed the spirit, which led him across a courtyard where there was a well. Ayola, afraid of being thrown into it, stopped short. The spectre beckoned him on. They went into the garden, where the phantom disappeared. Ayola tore up handfuls of grass to mark the place, went back into the house, and told his companions what had happened. In the morning he reported the matter to the authorities at Bologna.

They came to inspect the spot and had it dug up, and found there a fleshless body loaded with chains. They enquired who it might be, but nothing certain could be discovered; the bones were buried with proper funeral rites, and from then on the house was never troubled by such visits again. Torquemada asserts that in his own day there were still people living at Bologna and in Spain who had witnessed the affair; that on returning home Ayola was given high office; and that his son, before this account was written, was president in a good city of the kingdom of Spain.

Plautus, older than either Lucian or Pliny, wrote a comedy called the Mostellaria, a name derived from monstrum or monstellum, a spectre said to appear in a certain house which had been abandoned on that account. We agree that the plot of this comedy is only a fiction, but we may infer from it how old the idea is among the Greeks and Romans.

The poet has this supposed ghost say that, having been murdered about sixty years earlier by a treacherous comrade who took his money, he had been secretly buried in that house; that the god of the underworld would not receive him on the far side of Acheron, since he had died before his time; and that for this reason he was obliged to remain in the house he had taken possession of.

This dwelling was given over to me; for Acheron would not receive me, because I was robbed of life before my time.

The pagans, who were simple enough to believe that lamiae and evil spirits troubled those who lived in certain houses and rooms and slept in certain beds, conjured them with magic verses and claimed to drive them off with fumigations of sulphur and other foul-smelling drugs, and certain herbs mixed with sea water. Ovid, speaking of Medea, that famous sorceress, says she purified the old man three times with flame, three times with water, three times with sulphur. And elsewhere he adds eggs: let the old woman come who purifies the bed and the room, and bring sulphur and eggs in her trembling hand.

Besides this, they cite the case of the archangel Raphael, who drove the demon Asmodeus out of Sarah’s bedchamber by the smell of a fish’s liver burnt on the fire. But the case of Raphael ought not to be set alongside the superstitious ceremonies of magicians, which the pagans themselves laughed at. If those had any power at all, it could only be by the operation of the devil with God’s permission; whereas what is told of the archangel Raphael is certainly the work of a good spirit sent by God to cure Sarah, daughter of Raguel, who was as distinguished by her piety as the magicians are degraded by their malice and superstition.






Chapter XXXVII. Further instances of spectres haunting houses

Father Petrus Thyraeus, a Jesuit, relates an endless number of stories of houses haunted by ghosts, spirits, and demons. There is the case of a tribune named Hesperius whose house was infested by a demon that tormented the servants and the animals, and which was driven out, says Augustine, by a good priest of Hippo who offered there the divine sacrifice of the body of our Lord.

Germanus, bishop of Capua, taking a bath in a particular quarter of the town, found there Paschasius, a deacon of the Roman church who had been dead some time, and who began waiting on him, telling him he was undergoing his purgatory in that place for having supported the party of the antipope Laurentius against Pope Symmachus.

Gregory of Nyssa, in his life of Gregory of Neocaesarea, says that a deacon of that holy bishop went into a bath where nobody dared go after a certain hour of the evening, because everyone who had gone in had been killed. He saw spectres of every kind, which threatened him in a thousand ways; but he got rid of them by crossing himself and calling on the name of Jesus.

Alessandro Alessandri, a learned Neapolitan lawyer of the fifteenth century, says that everyone knows there are a number of houses in Rome so notorious for the ghosts that appear in them every night that nobody dares live in them. Niccolò Tuba, his friend, a man well known for honesty and truthfulness, came once with some companions to test whether what was said of these houses was true, and spent the night in one of them with Alessandri.

As they sat together, wide awake and with plenty of light, they saw a horrible spectre, which frightened them so badly by its terrible voice and the great noise it made that they hardly knew what they were doing or saying. “And gradually, as we came nearer with the light,” he says, “the phantom drew back; at last, after throwing the whole house into confusion, it disappeared entirely.”

I might also give here the spectre reported by Father Sinson the Jesuit, which he saw and spoke to at Pont-à-Mousson in the cloister belonging to those fathers. But I shall content myself with the case reported in the Causes Célèbres, which may serve to undeceive those who give credit too readily to stories of this kind.

At the château d’Arsillier in Picardy, on certain days of the year around November, flames and a horrible smoke were seen coming from the building, and cries and frightful howling were heard. The bailiff, or tenant farmer of the château, had grown used to this uproar — because he was the one making it. The whole village talked about it and everyone had his own version of the story.

The gentleman who owned the château, suspecting some contrivance, came down near All Saints’ Day with two gentlemen friends, determined to hunt the spirit down and shoot it with a brace of good pistols. A few days after they arrived they heard a great noise above the room where the owner slept. His two friends went up, each with a pistol in one hand and a candle in the other; and a sort of black phantom with horns and a tail presented itself and began capering about in front of them.

One of them fired his pistol. The spectre, instead of falling, turned and skipped away in front of him. The gentleman tried to seize it, but the spirit escaped by the back stairs. He followed but lost sight of it, and after several turns the spectre threw itself into a granary and vanished at the very moment its pursuer thought he had it. A light was brought, and they noticed that where the spectre had disappeared there was a trapdoor, bolted from inside after it went through. They forced the trap and found the supposed spirit. He admitted all his tricks — and that what had made him proof against the pistol shot was buffalo hide fitted tightly to his body.

Cardinal de Retz, in his memoirs, gives a very entertaining account of the fright that seized him and his companions on meeting a company of black-habited Augustinian friars who had come down to bathe in the river at night, and whom they took for something else entirely.

A physician, in a dissertation on spirits and ghosts, says that a maidservant in the Rue Saint-Victor who had gone down to the cellar came back badly frightened, saying she had seen a spectre standing upright between two barrels. Some bolder people went down and saw the same thing. It was a dead body that had fallen from a cart coming from the Hôtel-Dieu; it had slid down through the cellar grating and come to rest standing between two casks.

All these accumulated cases, instead of confirming one another and establishing the reality of the ghosts that appear in certain houses and keep away those who would otherwise gladly live in them, are on the contrary calculated to make such stories in general very doubtful.

For on what grounds should people long buried and turned to dust find themselves able to walk about with their chains? How do they drag them? How do they speak? What do they want? Is it burial? Are they not already buried? If they are heathens and reprobates, prayers have nothing to do with them. If they are good people who died in a state of grace, they may need prayers to get them out of purgatory — but can that be said of the spectres Pliny and Lucian describe?

Is it the devil, playing on the simplicity of men? Is that not attributing quite excessive power to him, making him the author of all these apparitions, which we hold he cannot produce without God’s permission? And we can still less imagine that God would lend himself to the deceptions and illusions of the devil.

There is therefore reason to believe that all the apparitions of this kind, and all these stories, are false and must be rejected outright, as fitter to keep up the superstition and idle credulity of the people than to edify or instruct them.






Chapter XXXVIII. The extraordinary effects of imagination in those who believe they have dealings with the devil

As soon as we accept the principle that angels and demons are purely spiritual substances, we must regard as not merely fanciful but impossible any bodily intercourse between a demon and a man or woman; and consequently we must put down to a depraved or deranged imagination everything told of demons, whether incubi or succubi, and of the ephialtes about which such strange tales are told.

The author of the Book of Enoch, cited by the Fathers and regarded by some ancient writers as canonical Scripture, took occasion from the words of Moses — “the sons of God, seeing that the daughters of men were extraordinarily beautiful, took them as wives and fathered the giants on them” — to argue that the angels, smitten with love for the daughters of men, married them and had children by them, and that these were the giants so famous in antiquity. Some of the ancient Fathers thought that this disordered love of the angels was the cause of their fall, and that until then they had remained in the proper subordination they owed their Creator.

It appears from Josephus that the Jews of his day seriously believed the angels were subject to these weaknesses as men are. Justin Martyr thought that demons were the offspring of this intercourse between angels and the daughters of men.

But these ideas have now been almost entirely abandoned, particularly since the spirituality of angels and demons has been accepted. Commentators and the Fathers have generally explained the passage in Genesis as referring to the children of Seth, whom Scripture calls the sons of God to distinguish them from the sons of Cain, who fathered those here called the daughters of men. The race of Seth having formed alliances with the race of Cain through these marriages, there came from these unions powerful, violent, and impious men, who brought down on the earth the terrible effects of God’s anger, which broke out in the universal flood.

So these marriages between the sons of God and the daughters of men have nothing to do with the question before us. What we have to examine is whether the devil can have bodily intercourse with a man or a woman, and whether what is said on the subject can be connected with the appearances of evil spirits among men, which is the principal object of this dissertation.

I shall give some instances of people who believed they had such intercourse with the devil.

Torquemada relates in detail what happened in his own time, and to his own knowledge, in the town of Cagliari in Sardinia, to a young woman who let herself be corrupted by the devil; and who, having been arrested by the Inquisition, was burned, in the mad hope that her supposed lover would come and rescue her.

In the same place he speaks of a young woman who was being courted for marriage by a gentleman of good family. The devil took on the form of this young man, kept company with her for several months, promised her marriage, and had sex with her under false pretences. She was only undeceived when the young lord who was courting her told her that he had been out of town, more than fifty leagues away, on the day the promise in question was supposedly given, and that he had never known the slightest thing about it. The young woman, thus disabused, withdrew into a convent and did penance for her double crime.

We read in the life of Bernard, abbot of Clairvaux, that a woman of Nantes in Brittany saw, or thought she saw, the devil every night, even lying beside her husband. She remained in this state six years; at the end of that time, having come to loathe her disordered life, she confessed to a priest and on his advice began performing various acts of piety, as much to obtain pardon for her sin as to free herself from this abominable lover. But when her husband learned of it, he left her and would never see her again.

This unhappy woman was told by the devil himself that Bernard would soon come to Nantes, but that she must take care not to speak to him, since the abbot could not possibly help her; that if she did speak to him it would go very badly for her; and that he who was warning her would turn from her lover into her most relentless persecutor.

The saint reassured the woman and told her to make the sign of the cross over herself on going to bed, and to lay beside her in the bed the staff he gave her. “If the devil comes,” he said, “let him do what he can.” The devil came; but without daring to approach the bed, he threatened her violently and told her that once Bernard had gone he would return and torment her.

The following Sunday Bernard went to the cathedral with the bishops of Nantes and Chartres, and having had lighted tapers given to all the people, who had gathered in a great crowd, he publicly recounted the devil’s abominable conduct, exorcised and anathematized the evil spirit, and forbade him, by the authority of Jesus Christ, ever to come near that woman or any other again. Everyone put out their tapers, and the devil’s power was annihilated.

This example and the two preceding ones, told in such circumstantial detail, might make us believe there is something real in what is said of incubus and succubus demons. But if we examine the facts closely, we shall find that an imagination thoroughly possessed, and violent prejudice, can produce everything just described.

Bernard begins by curing the woman’s mind, giving her a stick to lay beside her in the bed. This staff was enough for the first impression; but to prepare her for a complete cure, he exorcises the devil and then anathematizes him with all the display he possibly can. The bishops are assembled in the cathedral, the people come in crowds, the affair is recounted in ringing terms, the evil spirit is threatened, the tapers are put out — all of them striking ceremonies. The woman is moved by them, and her imagination is restored to health.

Girolamo Cardano relates two remarkable examples of the power of imagination in this line, which he had from Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola. “I know,” says Pico, “a priest of seventy-five who lived with a supposed woman he called Hermelina, with whom he slept and talked and whom he escorted through the streets as though she were his wife. He alone saw her, or thought he saw her, so that he was taken for a man who had lost his senses.” This priest was named Benedetto Berna. He had been arrested by the Inquisition and punished for his crimes; for he admitted that in the sacrifice of the mass he did not pronounce the words of consecration, that he had given consecrated hosts to women for use in sorcery, and that he had sucked the blood of children. He confessed all this under torture.

Another man, named Pineto, kept company with a demon whom he kept as his wife and had intercourse with for more than forty years. This man was still living in Pico della Mirandola’s time.

Devotion and spirituality, when they are too narrow and carried to excess, have their own derangements of the imagination. People in that state often believe they see, hear, and feel things that happen only in their own heads, and that take all their reality from prejudice and self-love. This is less suspected because the object of it is holy and pious; but error and excess, even in matters of devotion, carry very great dangers with them, and it is most important to undeceive everyone who gives way to this sort of mental disturbance.

For instance, we have seen people eminent for their piety who believed they saw the Virgin, Joseph, the Saviour, and their guardian angel; who spoke with them, conversed with them, touched the wounds of the Lord, and tasted the blood flowing from his side. Others thought they were in the company of the Virgin and the infant Jesus, who spoke and conversed with them — in imagination, though, and with no reality behind it.

To cure the two clerics we have spoken of, gentler and perhaps more effective means might have been used than those employed by the tribunal of the Inquisition. Every day hypochondriacs and maniacs with fevered imaginations, diseased brains, or overheated organs are cured by simple and natural remedies: by cooling the blood and diverting the humours, or by striking the imagination with some new device, or by giving those afflicted with such disorders of the brain so much occupation of body and mind that they have something else to do and think about than feeding these fancies and reinforcing them by daily brooding, always to the same end.






Chapter XXXIX. The return and apparition of souls after the death of the body, proved from Scripture

The immortality of the soul, and its existence after separation from the body it once animated, being taken as beyond doubt — and Jesus Christ having established it unanswerably against the Sadducees — the return of souls and their appearance to the living, by God’s command or permission, can no longer seem so incredible, or even so difficult.

It was a known and accepted truth among the Jews in the time of our Saviour. He treated it as certain, and never said a word that could give anyone reason to think he disapproved of it or condemned it. He only warned us that in ordinary apparitions spirits have neither flesh nor bones, as he himself had after his resurrection.

If Thomas doubted the reality of his Master’s resurrection and the truth of his appearance, it was because he knew that people who suppose they see apparitions are open to illusion, and that a man strongly prepossessed will often believe he sees what he does not see and hears what he does not hear — and that even had Jesus Christ appeared to his apostles, that would not prove he had risen, since a spirit can appear while its body lies in the tomb, even corrupted or reduced to dust and ashes.

The apostles did not doubt that spirits could appear. When they saw the Saviour coming towards them, walking on the waters of the lake of Gennesaret, they thought at first it was a phantom.

After Peter had left the prison with the help of an angel and came knocking at the door of the house where the brethren were gathered, the servant they sent to open it, hearing Peter’s voice, thought it was his spirit, or an angel who had taken his form and voice. The rich man in the flames of hell begged Abraham to send Lazarus back to earth to warn his brothers not to risk falling into the same misery: he plainly believed that souls could return to earth, make themselves visible, and speak to the living.

At the transfiguration, Moses, dead for ages, appeared on Mount Tabor with Elijah, talking with the transfigured Christ. And after the Saviour’s resurrection, several people long dead rose from their graves, went into Jerusalem, and appeared to many.

In the Old Testament, King Saul goes to the witch of Endor and asks her to call up the soul of Samuel; and the prophet appeared and spoke to Saul. I know that considerable difficulties and objections have been raised about this summoning and this apparition. But whether he appeared or not — whether the woman really called him up, or merely deceived Saul with a false appearance — I draw this conclusion from it: that Saul and those with him were convinced that the spirits of the dead could appear to the living and reveal things unknown to men.

Augustine, replying to Simplicius, who had put his difficulties about the truth of this apparition to him, says first that it is no harder to understand that the devil could call up Samuel with a witch’s help than to understand how Satan could speak with God and tempt the holy man Job, and ask permission to tempt the apostles, or how he could carry Jesus Christ himself to the pinnacle of the Temple in Jerusalem.

We may also believe that God, by a particular dispensation of his will, permitted the devil to call up Samuel and make him appear before Saul, to announce what was going to happen to him — not by virtue of magic, nor by the devil’s power alone, but purely because God willed it and ordained it so.

He adds that it may be argued that it was not Samuel who appeared to Saul but a phantom, formed by the devil’s power of illusion and by the force of magic; and that Scripture, in giving this phantom the name of Samuel, was using ordinary speech, which gives the name of a thing to what is only its image or representation in painting or sculpture.

If it is asked how this phantom could know the future and foretell Saul’s approaching death, we may equally ask how the devil alone could recognize Jesus Christ as God when the Jews did not, and how the girl with a spirit of divination in the Acts of the Apostles could bear witness to the apostles and set herself up as their advocate, giving good testimony to their mission.

Augustine ends by saying that he does not think himself sufficiently informed to decide whether the devil can or cannot, by means of magical enchantment, call up a soul after the death of the body, so that it appears in a bodily form that can be recognized and can speak and reveal the hidden future. And if that power is not granted to magic and to the devil, then we must conclude that everything told of this apparition of Samuel to Saul is an illusion and a false appearance produced by the devil to deceive men.

In the books of the Maccabees, the high priest Onias, dead several years before, appeared to Judas Maccabeus in the posture of a man with his hands spread out, praying for the people of the Lord; and at the same time the prophet Jeremiah, long dead, appeared to the same Judas. And Onias said to him, “Look at this holy man, the protector and friend of his brethren; it is he who prays continually for the Lord’s people and for the holy city of Jerusalem.” So saying, he put a golden sword into Judas’s hands and said, “Take this sword as a gift from heaven; with it you shall destroy the enemies of my people Israel.”

In the same second book of Maccabees it is related that in the thick of the battle fought by Timotheus, general of the Syrian armies, against Judas Maccabeus, five men were seen as if come down from heaven, mounted on horses with golden bridles, at the head of the Jewish army, two on each side of Judas Maccabeus, the commander of the army of the Lord. They shielded him with their arms and launched such fiery darts and thunderbolts against the enemy that they were blinded and struck with mortal terror.

These five armed horsemen, these champions of Israel, are apparently none other than Mattathias, the father of Judas Maccabeus, and four of his sons who were already dead; of his seven sons there remained only Judas Maccabeus, Jonathan, and Simon. We may equally understand them as five angels sent by God to help the Maccabees. Either way, these are not doubtful apparitions, both because of the authority of the book that reports them and because a whole army saw them.

From all of which I conclude that the Hebrews had no doubt that the spirits of the dead could return to earth; that they did in fact return; and that they revealed to the living things beyond our natural knowledge. Moses expressly forbids the Israelites to consult the dead.

But these apparitions did not show themselves in solid, material bodies. The Saviour assures us of it when he says that spirits have neither flesh nor bones. It was often only an airy figure that struck the senses and the imagination, like the images we see in sleep, or that we firmly believe we hear and see.

The inhabitants of Sodom were struck with a kind of blindness that stopped them finding the door of Lot’s house, which the angels had entered. The soldiers looking for Elisha were blinded in much the same way, even though they spoke to the very man they were hunting, who led them into Samaria without their recognizing him. And the two disciples who walked to Emmaus on Easter day in the company of Jesus Christ their Master did not recognize him until the breaking of the bread.

So the apparitions of spirits to men are not always in a bodily form, palpable and real. God, who ordains or permits them, often causes those to whom they appear to see, in a dream or otherwise, spirits who speak to them, warn them, or threaten them — making them see things as though present which in reality are not before their eyes at all, but only in their imagination. Which does not prove that these visions and warnings are not sent from God, who, by himself or by the ministry of his angels or of souls freed from the body, puts into men’s minds what he judges right for them to know, whether in a dream, or by outward signs, or by words, or else by certain impressions made on their senses or their imagination in the absence of any external object.

If the apparitions of the souls of the dead were natural things and a matter of their own choosing, there would be few people who did not come back to visit the things and the people who had been dear to them in this life. Augustine says as much of his mother Monica, who had so tender and constant an affection for him, and who while she lived followed and sought him by land and sea. The rich man in hell would not have failed to come in person to his brothers and relations to tell them what a wretched state he was in.

It is a pure favour of God’s mercy or his power, granted to very few people, to appear after death; for which reason we should be very much on our guard against everything that is said, and everything we find written in books, on the subject.






Chapter XL. Apparitions of spirits proved from history

Augustine acknowledges that the dead have often appeared to the living, revealed to them the place where their bodies lay unburied, and shown them where they wished to be interred. He says further that a noise was often heard in churches where the dead were buried, and that dead people have often been seen entering the houses they lived in before they died.

We read that at the Council of Elvira, held about the year 300, it was forbidden to light tapers in cemeteries, so that the souls of the saints should not be disturbed.

On the night after the death of Julian the Apostate, Basil had a vision in which he thought he saw the martyr Mercurius receiving an order from God to go and kill Julian. A little while later the same Mercurius returned and cried out, “Lord, Julian is pierced and mortally wounded, as you commanded me.” In the morning Basil announced the news to the people.

Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, who was martyred in 107, appeared to his disciples, embracing them and standing near them; and as they went on praying with still greater fervour they saw him crowned with glory, as though sweating from a great struggle, surrounded by light.

After the death of Ambrose, which happened on Easter Eve, the same night the newly baptized were christened, several of the newly baptized children saw the holy bishop and pointed him out to their parents, who could not see him because their eyes were not purified — so at least says Paulinus, a disciple of the saint who wrote his life.

He adds that on the day of his death the saint appeared to several holy people living in the East, praying with them and laying hands on them; they wrote to Milan, and on comparing dates it was found that this happened on the very day he died. These letters were still preserved in Paulinus’s time.

This holy bishop was also seen several times after his death praying in the Ambrosian church at Milan, which he had promised in his lifetime to visit often. During the siege of Milan, Ambrose appeared to a man of that city and promised that relief would arrive the next day, as it did.

A blind man having learned in a vision that the bodies of the holy martyrs Sisinnius and Alexander would come by sea to Milan, and that Bishop Ambrose was going to meet them, prayed the same bishop in a dream to restore his sight. Ambrose answered: “Go to Milan; come and meet my brethren; they will arrive on such a day, and they will restore your sight.” The blind man went to Milan, where he had never been before, touched the shrine of the holy martyrs, and recovered his sight. He told the story himself to Paulinus.

The lives of the saints are full of apparitions of the dead, and if they were all collected they would fill large volumes. Ambrose, whom we have just been speaking of, discovered the bodies of Gervasius and Protasius, and those of Nazarius and Celsus, in a miraculous manner.

Evodius, bishop of Uzalis in Africa and a great friend of Augustine, was thoroughly convinced from his own experience that the dead appear, and reports several instances that happened in his own time.

There was a good widow to whom a deacon appeared who had been dead four years. He was accompanied by several of God’s servants of both sexes, who were preparing a palace of extraordinary beauty. The widow asked whom they were making these preparations for; he replied it was for the young man who had died the day before. At the same moment a venerable old man in the same palace ordered two young men dressed in white to take the dead young man out of his grave and bring him to that place. As soon as he left the grave, fresh roses and rose beds sprang up; and the young man appeared to a monk and told him that God had received him among his elect and had sent him to fetch his father — who did in fact die four days later of a slow fever.

Evodius raises various questions about this account. Does the soul on leaving the body not retain a certain subtle body, in which it appears and by means of which it is carried from one place to another? Do even the angels not have some kind of body? For if they are incorporeal, how can they be counted? And if Samuel appeared to Saul, how could that happen if Samuel had no limbs?

He adds: “I remember well that Profuturus, Privatus, and Servitus, whom I had known in the monastery here, appeared to me and spoke with me after their deaths; and what they told me came to pass. Was it their souls that appeared to me, or was it some other spirit that took their form?” He concludes from this that the soul is not absolutely bodiless, since God alone is incorporeal.

Augustine, consulted on the matter by Evodius, does not think that the soul after the death of the body is clothed in any material substantial form. But he admits that it is very difficult to explain how an endless number of things happen that pass through our minds, in sleep as much as waking, in which we seem to see, feel, talk, and do things that apparently could only be done with a body — although it is certain that nothing bodily is involved. And how are we to explain things so obscure, so far beyond our daily experience, when we cannot explain even what daily experience puts in front of us?

Evodius adds that several people after their deaths have been seen coming and going about their houses as before, by day and by night; and that in churches where the dead are buried a noise is often heard at night as of people praying aloud.

Augustine, to whom Evodius writes all this, acknowledges that a great distinction must be made between true and false visions, and that he wishes he had some sure means of telling them apart. On this occasion he tells a remarkable story with a close bearing on our subject.

A physician named Gennadius, a great friend of Augustine’s, well known at Carthage for his ability and his kindness to the poor, doubted whether there was another life. One day he saw in a dream a young man who said to him, “Follow me.” He followed him in spirit and found himself in a city, where on his right hand he heard the most admirable music; what he heard on his left he could not recall.

Another time he saw the same young man, who said, “Do you know me?” “Very well,” he answered. “And how do you know me?” He recounted what the young man had shown him in the city he had led him to. The young man went on: “Was it in a dream or awake that you saw all that?” “In a dream,” he replied. The young man then asked, “Where is your body now?” “In my bed,” he said. “Do you know that at this moment you see nothing with your bodily eyes?” “I know it,” he answered. “Well then, with what eyes do you see me?” And as he hesitated, not knowing what to answer, the young man said: “In the same way that you see and hear me now, with your eyes closed and your senses asleep, so after death you will live, you will see, you will hear — but with the eyes of the spirit. So do not doubt that there is another life after this one.”

The great Antony, one day when he was wide awake, saw the soul of the hermit Ammon being carried up to heaven in the midst of choirs of angels. Ammon died that same day, five days’ journey away in the desert of Nitria. The same Antony also saw the soul of Paul the Hermit rising to heaven surrounded by choirs of angels and prophets. Benedict saw the spirit of Germanus, bishop of Capua, at the moment of his death, carried into heaven by angels. The same saint saw the soul of his sister Scholastica rising to heaven in the form of a dove. We could multiply such instances endlessly. These are true apparitions of souls separated from their bodies.

Sulpicius Severus, being some distance from the city of Tours and knowing nothing of what was happening there, fell one morning into a light sleep. As he slept he saw Martin, who appeared to him in a white garment, his face shining, his eyes bright, his hair a purple colour; and yet he was perfectly easy to recognize by his bearing and his face. Martin showed himself smiling, holding in his hand the book Sulpicius Severus had written about his life. Sulpicius threw himself at his feet, embraced his knees, and begged his blessing, which the saint gave him. All this happened in a vision; and as Martin rose into the air, Sulpicius Severus saw, still in the spirit, the priest Clarus, a disciple of the saint, going the same way and rising towards heaven. At that moment Sulpicius woke, and a servant boy came in and told him that two monks just arrived from Tours had brought word that Martin was dead.

The baron de Coussey, an old and respected magistrate, has told me more than once that being more than sixty leagues from the town where his mother died, on the night she died, he was woken by the barking of a dog that lay at the foot of his bed; and at the same moment he saw his mother’s head surrounded by a great light, coming in at the window into his room, and she spoke to him clearly and told him various things about the state of his affairs.

Chrysostom, in exile, on the night before his death saw the martyr Basiliscus, who said to him: “Courage, brother John; tomorrow we shall be together.” The same thing was foretold to a priest living in the same place. Basiliscus said to him, “Prepare a place for my brother John, for he is coming.”

The discovery of the body of Stephen, the first martyr, is very famous in the Church; it happened in the year 415. Gamaliel, who had been Paul’s teacher before his conversion, appeared to a priest named Lucian who slept in the baptistery of the church at Jerusalem to guard the sacred vessels, and told him that his own body and that of Stephen the protomartyr were buried at Caphargamala, in the district called Dilagabis, and that the body of his son Abibas and that of Nicodemus lay in the same place. Lucian had the same vision three times running, with a few days between each. John, patriarch of Jerusalem, then at the council of Diospolis, went to the spot, made the discovery and the translation of the relics, which were carried to Jerusalem, and a great number of miracles were performed there.

Licinius, in his tent, thinking about the battle he was to fight the next day, saw an angel who dictated to him a form of prayer which he had his soldiers learn by heart, and by means of which he won his victory over the emperor Maximinus.

Mascezel, general of the Roman troops Stilicho sent into Africa against Gildo, prepared for the campaign, in imitation of Theodosius the Great, by prayer and by seeking the help of the servants of God. He took some monks with him on his ship, whose only occupation during the voyage was to pray, fast, and sing psalms.

Gildo had an army of seventy thousand men; Mascezel had five thousand, and did not think he could take on so powerful and so vastly superior an enemy without recklessness. As he was turning this over uneasily, Ambrose, who had died the year before, appeared to him by night holding a staff in his hand, and struck the ground three times, crying, “Here, here, here!” Mascezel understood that the saint was promising him victory on that very spot three days later.

And in fact on the third day he advanced on the enemy, offering peace to the first men he met; but when a standard-bearer answered him very arrogantly, he struck him a hard blow on the arm with his sword, which made his standard dip. Those further off thought he was surrendering and lowering his standard in submission, and hurried to do the same. Paulinus, who wrote the life of Ambrose, assures us that he had these particulars from Mascezel’s own lips, and Orosius heard them from eyewitnesses.

When the persecutors had martyred seven Christian virgins, one of them appeared the following night to Theodosius of Ancyra and revealed the spot where she and her companions had been thrown into the lake, each with a stone tied round her neck. While Theodosius and his people were looking for the bodies, a voice from heaven warned Theodosius to beware of the traitor — meaning Polycronius, who betrayed him and brought about his arrest and martyrdom.

Potamiaena, a Christian virgin martyred at Alexandria, appeared after her death to several people and brought about their conversion to Christianity. She appeared in particular to a soldier named Basilides, who while escorting her to the place of execution had protected her from the insults of the crowd. This soldier, encouraged by Potamiaena, who in a vision placed a garland on his head, was baptized and received the crown of martyrdom himself.

Gregory Thaumaturgus, bishop of Neocaesarea in Pontus, being much occupied with certain theological difficulties raised by heretics about the mysteries of religion, and having spent a great part of the night studying them, saw a venerable old man come into his room with a lady of majestic and divine appearance beside him. He understood that these were the Virgin and John the Evangelist. The Virgin urged John to instruct the bishop and clear up his difficulty by explaining plainly the mystery of the Trinity and the divinity of the Word. He did so, and Gregory wrote it down at once. It is the doctrine he left to his church, which they hold to this day.






Chapter XLI. Further instances of apparitions

Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny, relates that a good priest named Stephen, having heard the confession of a lord named Guy who had been mortally wounded in a fight, was visited by this lord some time after his death, fully armed, who begged him to tell his brother Anselm to give back an ox he had taken from a peasant, whom he named, and to make good the damage he had done to a village that did not belong to him and which he had taxed unjustly. He had forgotten to confess these two sins in his last confession, and was being cruelly tormented for them.

“And as proof of what I tell you,” he added, “when you get home you will find you have been robbed of the money you had set aside for your journey to Compostela.” The priest, returning home, found the money gone. But he could not carry out his commission, because Anselm was away.

A few days later Guy appeared again and reproached him for neglecting what he had asked. The priest excused himself on the grounds of Anselm’s absence, and eventually went to him and told him what he had been charged to do. Anselm answered harshly that he was not obliged to do penance for his brother’s sins.

The dead man appeared a third time and begged the priest to help him in his extremity. The priest did so, and paid back the value of the ox; but as the rest was beyond his means, he gave alms and commended Guy to the good people of his acquaintance. And Guy appeared no more.

Richer, a monk of Senones, speaks of a spirit that came back in his own time in the town of Épinal, about the year 1212, in the house of a burgess named Hugh de la Cour. From Christmas to Midsummer it did all sorts of things in that house in front of everybody. They could hear it speak and see everything it did, but nobody could see it. It said it came from Clézentaine, a village seven leagues from Épinal; and what is also remarkable is that during the six months it was heard about the house, it did no harm to anyone.

One day, when Hugh had told his servant to saddle his horse and the man, being busy with something else, put it off, the spirit did the job itself, to the astonishment of the whole household.

Another time, while Hugh was away, the spirit asked Stephen, Hugh’s son-in-law, for a penny to make an offering to St Goëry, the patron saint of Épinal. Stephen offered him an old Provençal denier; the spirit refused it, saying he would have a good denier of Toulouse. Stephen laid a Toulouse denier on the doorstep, and it disappeared at once; and the following night a noise as of a man walking about was heard in the church of St Goëry.

Another time, Hugh having bought some fish for the family’s dinner, the spirit carried the fish out to the garden behind the house, put half of it on a shingle and the rest in a mortar, where it was later found. Another time, when Hugh wanted to be bled and told his daughter to get bandages ready, the spirit went into the next room, fetched a new shirt, tore it into strips, presented them to the master of the house, and told him to pick the best. And another day, when the servant had spread out linen in the garden to dry, the spirit carried it all upstairs and folded it more neatly than the cleverest laundress could have done.

A man named Guy de la Torre, who died at Verona in 1306, spoke eight days later to his wife, to neighbours of both sexes, to the prior of the Dominicans, and to the professor of theology, who put several theological questions to him, to which he replied very much to the point. He declared he was in purgatory for certain unexpiated sins. They asked how he could possibly speak, not having the organs of speech; he replied that souls separated from the body have the faculty of forming instruments out of air capable of pronouncing words. He added that the fire of hell acts on spirits not by its own natural power but by the power of God, of which the fire is the instrument.

Here is another remarkable apparition, related by d’Aubigné. “I affirm on the king’s word this second prodigy, being one of the three stories he told us more than once, his hair standing on end as he did so, as we could see. It is this. The queen having gone to bed earlier than usual, and there being present at her retiring, among other people of note, the king of Navarre, the archbishop of Lyon, and the ladies de Retz, de Lignerolles, and de Sauve, two of whom have since confirmed this account — as she was hurrying to bid them good night, she threw herself back with a start on her bolster, put her hands to her face, and crying out violently called for help from those present, wanting to show them, at the foot of the bed, the cardinal de Lorraine, who was holding out his hand towards her. She cried out several times, ‘Monsieur the Cardinal, I want nothing to do with you.’ The king of Navarre at the same moment sent out a gentleman, who brought back word that the cardinal had died at that very moment.”

I take from Sully’s memoirs another singular case that may be set beside these. We are still trying to find out what the nature could have been of that illusion, seen so often and by so many people in the forest of Fontainebleau: a phantom surrounded by a pack of hounds, whose cries were heard while they could be seen at a distance, but which all vanished if anyone approached.

The note by d’Écluse, the editor of these memoirs, goes into more detail. He observes that Péréfixe mentions this phantom, and has it say in a hoarse voice one of three sentences: Are you waiting for me? or Do you hear me? or Mend your ways. “And they believe,” he says, “that these were the sport of sorcerers, or of the evil spirit.” The Journal of Henry IV and the Chronique septénaire speak of it too, and even say that this phenomenon greatly alarmed Henry IV and his courtiers. Pierre Matthieu says something of it in his history of France. Bongars speaks of it like the rest, and asserts that it was a huntsman who had been killed in that forest in the time of Francis I. Now we hear no more of this spectre, though there is still a road in the forest that keeps the name of the Grand Veneur, in memory, so they say, of this visionary business.

A chronicle of Metz, under the year 1330, relates the apparition of a spirit at Lagny-sur-Marne, six leagues from Paris. It was a good lady who after her death spoke to more than twenty people — her father, her sister, her daughter, her son-in-law, and other friends — asking them to have particular masses said for her, as being more effective than the common mass.

Fearing it might be an evil spirit, they read to it the opening of the Gospel of John, and made it say the Pater, the Credo, and the Confiteor. She said she had two angels beside her, one bad and one good, and that the good angel revealed to her what she should say. They asked whether they should go and fetch the Blessed Sacrament from the altar. She replied that it was already with them, since her father, who was present, and several others among them had received it on Christmas Day, which was the Tuesday before.

Father Taillepied, a Franciscan and professor of theology at Rouen, who wrote a book expressly on apparitions printed at Rouen in 1600, says that a member of his own order whom he knew, Brother Gabriel, appeared to several monks of the convent at Nice and begged them to settle the claim of a shopkeeper at Marseille from whom he had taken a coat he never paid for. Asked why he was making so much noise, he replied that it was not him but a bad spirit who wanted to appear in his place and stop him declaring the cause of his torment.

I have been told by two canons of Saint-Dié, near us, that three months after the death of Canon Henri, of their chapter, the canon to whom the house passed went with one of his colleagues at two in the afternoon to look at it and see what alterations might suit him. They went into the kitchen, and both of them saw in the next room, which was large and very well lit, a tall clergyman of the same height and build as the dead canon, who turned towards them, looked them in the face for two minutes, then crossed the room and went up a little dark staircase leading to the attic.

The two men, badly frightened, left the house at once and told the story to some of the chapter, who thought they ought to go back and see whether someone was hiding in the house. They went, they searched, they looked everywhere, and found nobody.

We read in the history of the bishops of Le Mans that in the time of Bishop Hugh, who lived in 1135, a spirit was heard in the house of Provost Nicholas which alarmed the neighbours and the household with uproar and frightful noises, as if it were throwing enormous stones against the walls with a force that shook roof, walls, and ceilings. It moved the dishes and plates from place to place without anyone seeing the hand that moved them. This spirit lit a candle, though it was a long way from the fire. Sometimes, when the meat was on the table, it would scatter bran, ashes, or soot over it to stop them touching any of it. When Amica, Provost Nicholas’s wife, had prepared some thread to be made into cloth, the spirit twisted and tangled it so thoroughly that everyone who saw it could not admire enough the way it had been done.

Priests were called in, who sprinkled holy water everywhere and told everyone present to make the sign of the cross. Towards the first and second night they heard what sounded like the voice of a young girl, who with sighs that seemed drawn up from the bottom of her heart said in a mournful, sobbing voice that her name was Garnier; and addressing the provost, said: “Alas, where have I come from? From what distant country, through how many storms and dangers, through snow, cold, fire, and foul weather have I arrived at this place! I have not been given power to harm anyone — but arm yourselves with the sign of the cross against a band of evil spirits who are here only to do you harm. Have a mass of the Holy Ghost said for me, and a mass for the dead; and you, my dear sister-in-law, give some clothes to the poor on my behalf.”

They put several questions to this spirit about things past and to come, to which it replied very much to the point; it even pronounced on the salvation and damnation of several people. But it would not enter into any argument, nor into conference with the learned men the bishop of Le Mans sent. This last circumstance is very striking, and casts some suspicion on the apparition.






Chapter XLII. Apparitions of spirits that leave the print of their hands on cloth or wood

A work by a Premonstratensian father of the abbey of Toussaints in the Black Forest has recently been sent to me. It is in manuscript, and entitled The Shade of Humbert, being a memorable history of Humbert Birck and his remarkable apparition after death.

This Humbert Birck was a burgess of note in the town of Oppenheim and owner of a country house called Berenbach. He died in November 1620, a few days before the feast of St Martin. On the Saturday after his funeral, noises began to be heard in the house where he had lived with his first wife, for at the time of his death he had married again.

The master of the house, suspecting it was his brother-in-law haunting it, said to him, “If you are Humbert, my brother-in-law, strike three times against the wall.” And they heard three strokes only, whereas ordinarily he knocked many times. Sometimes he was heard at the fountain where they fetched water, and he frightened the whole neighbourhood. He did not always make articulate sounds, but would knock repeatedly, or make a noise, or a groan, or a shrill whistle, or sounds like a person lamenting. This went on for six months and then suddenly stopped.

At the end of a year he made himself heard louder than ever. The master of the house and the boldest of his servants at last asked him what he wanted and how they could help him. He answered, in a hoarse, low voice, “Let the curé come here next Saturday with my children.”

The curé, being unwell, could not come on the appointed day, but came on the Monday following with a good many people. Humbert was told of it and answered very intelligibly. They asked whether he needed masses said; he asked for three. Then they wanted to know whether alms should be given in his name. He said, “I want eight measures of corn given to the poor, and my widow to give something to all my children.” He then directed that what had been wrongly distributed from his estate, amounting to about twenty florins, should be set aside. They asked why he haunted that house rather than another; he answered that he was forced to it by conjuration and curses. Had he received the sacraments of the Church? “I received them from the curé, your predecessor.” He was made to say the Pater and the Ave; he recited them with difficulty, saying he was hindered by an evil spirit who would not let him tell the curé many other things.

The curé went to the monastery on Tuesday 12 January 1621 to get the superior’s opinion on this strange affair, and was given three monks to advise him. They all went to the house where Humbert was still making his demands, since nothing he had asked for had yet been done. A great number of the neighbours were assembled there.

The master of the house told Humbert to rap on the wall; he knocked very gently. Then the master told him to go and fetch a stone and knock louder; he waited a little, as though he had gone to pick up a stone, and struck the wall harder. The master whispered to his neighbour as softly as he could that Humbert should rap seven times — and immediately he rapped seven times.

He always showed great respect to the priests and did not answer them as boldly as he answered the laity; and when asked why, he said, “Because they have the Blessed Sacrament with them.” Though in fact they had it only in the sense that they had said mass that day. The next day the three masses he had asked for were said, and everything was arranged for a pilgrimage he had specified in the last conversation they had with him, and they promised to give the alms on the first day possible. From that time Humbert troubled them no more.

The same Premonstratensian relates that on 9 September 1625 a man named John Steinlin died at a place called Altheim in the diocese of Constance. Steinlin was a man of comfortable means and a member of his town council.

Some days after his death he appeared at night to a tailor named Simon Bauh, in the form of a man surrounded by a dark flame like burning sulphur, coming and going about his own house but without speaking. Bauh, disturbed by the sight, resolved to ask him what he could do to help him. He got the chance on 17 November of the same year; for as he was resting at night near his stove, a little after eleven, he saw this apparition surrounded by sulphurous fire come into his room, going and coming, shutting and opening the windows.

The tailor asked what he wanted. He answered, in a hoarse, broken voice, that Bauh could help him a great deal if he would; “but,” he added, “do not promise me if you are not determined to keep your promise.” “I will keep it, if it is not beyond my power,” said Bauh.

“Then I want you,” said the spirit, “to have a mass said in the chapel of the Virgin at Rottenburg; I made a vow to that effect in my life and never discharged it. And you must have two masses said at Altheim, one of the Dead and one of the Virgin; and since I did not always pay my servants punctually, I want a quarter of corn distributed to the poor.” Simon promised to do all of it.

The spectre held out his hand, as if to seal the promise; but Simon, afraid of coming to harm, held out instead a board that came to hand. The spectre touched it and left the print of his hand, four fingers and the thumb, as though fire had been there and had burned a fairly deep impression. After which he vanished with so much noise that it was heard three houses away.

In the first edition of this dissertation on the return of spirits I related something that happened at Fontenoy on the Moselle, where it was claimed that a spirit had in the same way left the impression of its hand on a handkerchief, with the hand and palm clearly marked. The handkerchief is in the possession of one Casmar, a constable living at Toul, who had it from his uncle, the curé of Fontenoy. But on careful investigation it turned out that a young blacksmith who was courting the girl the handkerchief belonged to had forged an iron hand to print it on the cloth and persuade people the apparition was real.

At Saint-Avold, a town in German Lorraine, in the house of the curé, M. Royer de Monclos, there was something very similar, which appears to have been staged by a servant girl of sixteen. She heard and saw, so she said, a woman making a great noise in the house; but she was the only one who saw and heard her, though others heard the noise too. They also saw the girl apparently pushed, dragged, and struck by the spirit, but never saw it, nor heard its voice.

This business began on the night of 31 January 1694 and ended about the end of February the same year. The curé exorcised the spirit in German and in French. To the French exorcisms it answered nothing but sighs; and as they were ending the German exorcism with the words “Let every spirit praise the Lord,” the girl said the spirit had answered “And me too” — but she alone heard it.

Some monks of the abbey were also asked to come and exorcise the spirit. They came, along with some notable townsmen of Saint-Avold; and neither before nor after the exorcisms did they see or hear anything, except that the servant girl seemed to be violently pushed, and the doors were roughly knocked on.

By dint of exorcism they forced the spirit — or rather the servant, who alone heard and saw it — to declare that she was neither maid nor wife; that her name was Claire Marguerite Henri; that a hundred and fifty years ago she had died at the age of twenty, having first served the curé of Saint-Avold for eight years; and that she had died at Guenviller of grief and remorse for having killed her own child.

At last, when the servant insisted that she was not a good spirit, the spirit said to her, “Take hold of your skirt.” She would do no such thing; whereupon the spirit said, “Look at your skirt — my mark is on it.” She looked, and saw on her skirt the five fingers of a hand so distinctly that it seemed impossible for any living creature to have marked them better.

The whole affair lasted about two months; and today at Saint-Avold, as all over the district, people speak of the Saint-Avold spirit as a game got up by that girl, no doubt in league with people who wanted to amuse themselves by making fools of the good curé, his sisters, and everyone else who fell for it. An account of the business was printed at Cusson’s in Nancy in 1718, which was believed by a good many people at first, but they were thoroughly undeceived in the end.

I shall add to this the story told by Philipp Melanchthon, whose testimony in such a matter ought not to be doubted. He says that his aunt, having lost her husband while she was pregnant and near her time, saw one evening two people come into her house, one wearing the form of her dead husband and the other that of a tall Franciscan. She was frightened at first, but her husband reassured her and said he had important things to tell her; and he asked the Franciscan to go into the next room while he told his wife what he wanted.

He then begged her to have masses said for the relief of his soul, and tried to persuade her to give him her hand without fear. As she was unwilling, he assured her she would feel no pain. She gave him her hand, and felt no pain when she drew it back — but it was so blackened that it stayed discoloured for the rest of her life. After this the husband called the Franciscan back in; they went out and disappeared. Melanchthon believes these were two spectres, and adds that he knows several similar cases reported by people worthy of belief.

If these two men were only spectres, having neither flesh nor bones, how could one of them print a black mark on the widow’s hand? How could the one who appeared to Bauh the tailor print his hand on the board held out to him? And if they were evil spirits, why did they ask for masses and order restitution? Does Satan destroy his own empire? Does he prompt the living to do good works and to fear the punishments God inflicts on the sins of the wicked?

But looking at it from another angle: might not the devil, in apparitions of this kind where he asks for masses and prayers, intend to encourage superstition, by making the living believe that masses and prayers said for them after death would free them from the pains of hell even if they died in habitual crime and impenitence? Several instances are cited of scoundrels who appeared after their deaths asking for prayers, like the rich man in the parable, and to whom prayers and masses can be of no use at all given the state they died in. So in all this Satan is working to establish his kingdom, not to destroy or diminish it.

We shall speak later, in the dissertation on vampires, of apparitions of dead people who have been seen and have acted like living ones in their own bodies.

The same Melanchthon relates that a monk came one day and knocked loudly at Luther’s door, asking to speak with him. He came in and said, “I hold certain popish errors on which I should be very glad to confer with you.” “Speak,” said Luther. He first put several syllogisms to him, which Luther answered easily; then he put harder ones. Luther, growing irritated, answered him sharply: “Go away, you are wasting my time; I have other things to do just now than answer you.” Still, he got up and replied to his arguments. And then, noticing that the supposed monk had hands like a bird’s claws, he said to him, “Are you not the one of whom it is said in Genesis, ‘He who is born of woman shall crush the serpent’s head’?” The demon added, “But you shall swallow them all.” At which the demon retreated in confusion, angrily and with a great commotion, leaving the room full of a very bad smell that could be noticed for days afterwards.

Luther, who sets up for such a strong mind, and who inveighs so hotly against private masses in which prayers are said for the souls of the dead, boldly maintains that all the apparitions of spirits we read of in the lives of the saints, asking for masses for the repose of their souls, are nothing but illusions of Satan, who appears in order to deceive the simple and fill them with useless confidence in the sacrifice of the mass. From which he concludes that it is better simply to deny outright that there is any purgatory at all.

So he did not deny either apparitions or the operations of the devil. He maintained that Oecolampadius died under the devil’s blows, unable to fend off his attacks; and speaking of himself, he says that waking once with a start in the middle of the night, the devil appeared to argue with him, and he was seized with moral terror. The demon’s arguments were so pressing that they left him no peace of mind; the sound of that powerful voice, and his overwhelming way of disputing, in which the question and the answer arrived together, left him no room to breathe. He says again that the devil can kill and strangle, and, without doing any of that, can press a man so hard with his arguments that it is enough to kill him — “as I,” he says, “have experienced several times.” After such admissions, what are we to think of the doctrine of this leader of the innovators?






Chapter XLIII. What the Jews, Greeks, and Latins believed about the unburied dead

The ancient Hebrews, like most other nations, took great care to bury their dead. This appears throughout their history. We see in Scripture how much attention the patriarchs gave to it, for themselves and their households; and we know what praise is given to the holy man Tobit, whose chief act of devotion was burying the dead.

Josephus says the Jews refused burial only to those who killed themselves. Moses commanded them to bury on the same day and before sunset anyone executed and hanged on a tree, “because,” he says, “he who hangs on the tree is accursed of God; take care not to pollute the land the Lord your God has given you.” This was done in the case of our Saviour, who was taken down from the cross the same day he was crucified, a few hours after his death.

Homer, speaking of the cruelty of Achilles in dragging Hector’s body behind his chariot, says he dishonoured and outraged the earth by this barbarity.

The rabbis write that the soul is not received into heaven until the gross body is buried and entirely consumed. They believe, moreover, that after death the souls of the wicked are clothed in a kind of covering by means of which they grow accustomed to the torments due to them, and that the souls of the just are invested with a shining body and a garment of light, by which they grow accustomed to the glory awaiting them.

Origen acknowledges that Plato, in his dialogue on the soul, says the images and shades of the dead sometimes appeared near their tombs. Origen concludes that these shades and images must be produced by some cause, and that the cause, in his view, can only be that the soul of the dead is clothed in a subtle body like light, which carries it about as in a chariot, and in which it appears to the living.

Celsus maintained that the appearances of Jesus Christ after his resurrection were only the effect of a stricken and prepossessed imagination, which shaped the object of its illusions according to its own wishes. Origen refutes this soundly from the evangelists’ account of the Saviour’s appearance to Thomas, who would not believe it was really his master until he had seen and touched the wounds; so it was not purely an effect of imagination.

The same Origen, and Theophylact after him, assert that the Jews and pagans believed the soul stayed for some time near the body it had animated; and that it was to destroy this foolish opinion that Jesus Christ, when about to raise Lazarus, cried out in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out” — as though calling from a distance the soul of a man three days dead.

Tertullian puts angels in the category of extended things, in which he puts God himself, and maintains that the soul is corporeal. Origen too believes the soul is material and has a shape, an opinion he may have taken from Plato. Arnobius, Lactantius, Hilary, several of the ancient Fathers, and some theologians have held the same view; and Grotius is displeased with those who have made angels, demons, and separated souls entirely spiritual.

The Jews of our own day believe that after a man’s body is buried his spirit comes and goes, leaving the place appointed to it in order to visit his body and learn what is happening around it; that it wanders for a whole year after the death of the body; and that it was during that year of delay that the witch of Endor called up the soul of Samuel, after which time the summons would have had no power over his spirit.

The pagans thought much the same. Lucan brings in Pompey consulting a witch and ordering her to call up the soul of a dead man to tell him how he would fare in his war against Caesar; and the poet has the woman say: Obey my prayer. It is no soul hidden deep in Tartarus that I summon, one long used to the darkness, but one just now gone down there, still lingering at the mouth of hell.

The Egyptians believed that when the spirit of an animal is separated from its body by violence, it does not go far off but stays near it. The same with the soul of a man who has died a violent death: it stays near the body, nothing can make it go away, it is held there by sympathy; and several have been seen sighing near their bodies where they were buried. Magicians abuse their power over such souls in their incantations; they force them to obey when they have possession of the dead body, or even part of it. Frequent experience taught them that there is a secret power in the body that draws to itself the spirit that once inhabited it. Hence those who want to receive, or become the receptacles of, the spirits of animals that know the future eat their principal parts — the hearts of crows, moles, or hawks. The spirit of these creatures enters into them at the moment they eat, and makes them deliver oracles like divinities.

The Egyptians believed that when the spirit of a beast is freed from its body it is rational, foretells the future, gives oracles, and is capable of everything the soul of a man can do once disengaged from the body; for which reason they abstained from eating the flesh of animals and worshipped the gods in animal form.

At Rome and at Metz there were colleges of priests consecrated to the service of the manes, the lares, the images, shades, spectres, Erebus, Avernus or hell, under the protection of the god Silvanus. This shows that the Latins and the Gauls acknowledged the return of souls and their apparition, and regarded them as divinities to whom sacrifices should be offered to appease them and stop them doing harm. Nicander confirms it when he says the Celts, or Gauls, kept watch by the tombs of their great men to get knowledge of the future from them.

The ancient northern nations were fully persuaded that the spectres which sometimes appear are nothing other than the souls of people recently dead; and in their countries they knew no remedy so effective for putting a stop to apparitions of this kind as cutting off the dead person’s head, or impaling him, or driving a stake through his body, or burning it — as is done at this day in Hungary and Moravia in the case of vampires.

The Greeks, who took their religion and theology from the Egyptians and the East, and the Latins, who took it from the Greeks, believed that the souls of the dead sometimes appeared to the living; that necromancers called them up and so obtained answers about the future and instruction about the present. Homer, the greatest theologian and perhaps the most inquiring of Greek writers, relates several apparitions, of gods and heroes and of men after their death.

In the Odyssey, Ulysses goes to consult the seer Tiresias; and the sorcerer having prepared a trench full of blood to call up the dead, Ulysses draws his sword and stops them coming to drink the blood they seem to thirst for, and which they were not allowed to taste until they had answered what was asked of them. They believed also that souls had no rest, and wandered about their corpses, as long as those remained unburied.

When they buried a body they called that animam condere, to lay away the soul, put it under the earth and shelter it. They called on it in a loud voice and offered it libations of milk and blood. They also called the ceremony hiding the shades — sending them underground with their bodies.

The Sibyl, speaking to Aeneas, shows him the shades wandering on the banks of Acheron, and tells him that these are the souls of people who never received burial, and who wander for a hundred years.

The philosopher Sallustius speaks of the dead appearing around their tombs in dark bodies, and tries to prove from this the doctrine of the transmigration of souls.

Here is a remarkable instance of a dead man refusing burial, acknowledging himself unworthy of it. Agathias relates that some pagan philosophers, unable to stomach the doctrine of the unity of God, resolved to leave Constantinople for the court of Chosroes, king of Persia, who was spoken of as a humane prince and a lover of learning. Simplicius of Cilicia, Eulamius the Phrygian, Priscian the Lydian, Hermias and Diogenes of Phoenicia, and Isidore of Gaza went to the court of Chosroes and were well received; but they soon saw that the country was far more corrupt than Greece, and resolved to return to Constantinople, where Justinian was then reigning.

On their way they found an unburied corpse, took pity on it, and had their servants put it in the ground. The following night the man appeared to one of them and told him not to bury him, being unworthy to receive burial; for the earth abhorred one who had defiled his own mother. The next day they found the same body cast out of the ground, and understood that it was polluted by incest, which made it unworthy of the honour of burial — although such crimes were known in Persia and did not provoke the same horror there as in other countries.

The Greeks and Latins believed that the souls of the dead came and tasted what was set out on their tombs, especially honey and wine; that demons loved the smoke and smell of sacrifices, music, the blood of victims, and the company of women; that they attached themselves for a time to certain places or buildings, which they haunted and where they appeared; that souls separated from the earthly body kept after death a subtle, flexible, airy one, preserving the form of the body they had animated in life; and that they haunted those who had wronged them and whom they hated. So Virgil has Dido, in her rage, threaten to haunt the treacherous Aeneas.

When the spirit of Patroclus appeared to Achilles, it had his voice, his shape, his eyes, his clothes — but not his solid body. When Ulysses went down to the underworld he saw the divine Hercules there — that is to say, says Homer, his likeness, for Hercules himself is with the immortal gods, seated at their feast. Aeneas recognized his wife Creusa, who appeared to him in her usual form, only taller and more majestic.

We could cite any number of passages from the ancient poets, and even from the Fathers of the Church, who believed that spirits often appeared to the living. Tertullian believes the soul is corporeal and has a definite shape. He appeals to the experience of those to whom the ghosts of the dead have appeared and who have seen them perceptibly, bodily, and palpably, though of airy colour and consistency. He defines the soul as a breath sent from God, immortal, having body and form. Speaking of the fictions of the poets who claimed that souls have no rest while their bodies lie unburied, he says all this was invented only to instil in the living the care they ought to take over burying the dead, and to remove from the relatives of the dead the sight of something that would only needlessly increase their grief if they kept it too long in the house: so that by the promptness of the funeral both the honour of the body is preserved and the grief of the feelings is moderated.

Irenaeus teaches, as doctrine received from the Lord, that souls not only survive the death of the body — without, however, passing from one body into another, as those who accept transmigration would have it — but that they keep their form and remain near the body as its faithful guardians, remembering nothing of what they did or failed to do in this life.

These Fathers believed, then, in the return of souls, their apparition, and their attachment to their bodies. But we do not adopt their opinion on the corporeality of souls; we are persuaded that they can appear by God’s permission, independently of all matter and of any bodily substance belonging to them.

As for the opinion that the soul is restless while its body is unburied, that it stays for a time near the tomb, and appears there in bodily form — these are views with no solid foundation either in Scripture or in the tradition of the Church, which teaches us that immediately after death the soul is brought before the judgment seat of God and assigned to the place its good or bad actions have deserved.






Chapter XLIV. Examination of what the returning dead ask or reveal to the living

The apparitions people see are those of good angels, or of demons, or of the spirits of the dead, or of living people appearing to other living people.

Good angels usually bring only good news and announce nothing but what is fortunate; or if they do announce coming misfortunes, it is to persuade people to prevent them, or turn them aside by repentance, or to profit by the evils God sends them by exercising patience and showing submission to his orders.

Bad angels generally foretell nothing but disaster: wars, the effects of God’s anger on nations; and often they carry the evils out themselves, directing the wars and public calamities that lay waste kingdoms, provinces, cities, and families. The spectres we have described appearing to Brutus, Cassius, and Julian the Apostate are only the bearers of the fatal orders of God’s anger. If they sometimes promise prosperity to those they appear to, it is only for the present, never for eternity, nor for the glory of God, nor for the eternal salvation of those they speak to. It extends only to worldly good fortune, always short-lived and very often deceitful.

The souls of the dead, if they were Christians, very often ask that the sacrifice of the body and blood of Christ be offered, as Gregory the Great observed; and as experience shows, there is hardly an apparition of a Christian that does not ask for masses, pilgrimages, restitution, the distribution of alms, or the settling of debts the dead person left behind. They also often give useful advice for the salvation or reform of morals, or the good ordering of families. They reveal the condition certain people find themselves in in the next world, in order to relieve their pain, or to put the living on their guard so that the same misfortune does not overtake them. They speak of hell, paradise, purgatory, angels, demons, the Supreme Judge, the severity of his judgments, the kindness he shows the just, and the rewards with which he crowns their good works.

But we must be extremely wary of apparitions that ask for masses, pilgrimages, and restitution. Paul warns us that the devil often transforms himself into an angel of light, and John warns us to distrust the depths of Satan, his illusions and deceitful appearances. That spirit of malice and falsehood is found among the true prophets, putting falsehood and error into the mouths of the false ones. He misuses the text of Scripture, the most sacred ceremonies, even the sacraments and the prayers of the Church, to seduce simple people and win their confidence, so as to take for himself as much as he can of the glory due to God alone.

How many false miracles has he worked? How many times has he foretold the future? What cures has he brought about? How many holy actions has he counselled? How many enterprises, praiseworthy in appearance, has he inspired, in order to draw the faithful into his trap?

Bodin, in his Demonology, cites more than one instance of demons who have asked for prayers, and have even placed themselves in the posture of people praying over a grave, to indicate that the dead person needed prayers. Sometimes it will be the devil in the shape of a wretch who died in his crimes, coming to ask for masses, to suggest that his soul is in purgatory and needs prayers — although it is certain that he died impenitent and that prayers are useless for his salvation.

All this is only a stratagem of the devil, who seeks to fill the wicked with a foolish and dangerous confidence that they will be saved in spite of their criminal lives and their impenitence, and that salvation can be had by means of a few prayers and a few alms given after their death. This ignores the fact that such good works can only benefit those who died in a state of grace, though stained by some venial fault, since Scripture tells us that nothing impure will enter the kingdom of heaven.

It is believed that the damned can sometimes return to earth by permission, since people who died in idolatry, and consequently in sin and shut out from the kingdom of God, have been seen to come back to life, be converted, and receive baptism.

Martin was still only the abbot of his monastery at Ligugé when, in his absence, a catechumen who had put himself under his instruction in the Christian religion died without being baptized. He had been dead three days when the saint arrived. Martin sent everyone away, prayed over the dead man, brought him back to life, and administered baptism.

This catechumen related that he had been brought before the tribunal of the Supreme Judge, who had condemned him to go down into the darkness with countless others condemned as he was; but that two angels having represented to the Judge that this was the man Martin was interceding for, God commanded the two angels to bring him back to earth and restore him to Martin. This is an instance proving what I have just said, that the damned can return to life, do penance, and receive baptism.

But as for what some have claimed about the salvation of Falconilla, procured by Thecla, or that of Trajan, saved by the prayers of Pope Gregory, and of others who died pagans — all this is entirely contrary to the faith of the Church and to Holy Scripture, which teach us that without faith it is impossible to please God, and that he who does not believe and has not received baptism is already judged and condemned. So the opinions of those who grant salvation to Plato, Aristotle, Seneca, and the rest, because it seems to them that they lived in a praiseworthy way according to the rules of a merely human and philosophical morality, must be considered rash, erroneous, false, and dangerous.

Philip, chancellor of the church of Paris, maintained that it was permitted to hold several benefices at once. On his deathbed he was visited by William, bishop of Paris, who died in 1248. The bishop urged the chancellor to give up all his benefices but one. He refused, saying he wanted to find out whether holding several livings was as wrong as people said; and he died in that frame of mind in 1237.

Some days after his death, Bishop William, praying at night after matins in his cathedral, saw before him the hideous and frightful figure of a man. He made the sign of the cross and said, “If you are sent by God, speak.” The figure spoke and said: “I am that wretched chancellor, and I have been condemned to eternal punishment.” The bishop asked why, and he replied: “I am condemned, first, for not having distributed the surplus of my benefices; second, for having maintained that it was permissible to hold several at once; third, for having remained several days in the guilt of incontinence.”

Bishop William often preached this story to his clergy. It is reported by Albertus Magnus, who was his contemporary, in his book on the sacraments; by William Durand, bishop of Mende, in his book on the manner of holding councils; and by Thomas of Cantimpré in his Book of Bees. He believed, then, that God sometimes permits the damned to appear to the living.

Here is an instance of the apparition of a man and a woman in a state of damnation. Prince Radziwiłł, in his account of his journey to Jerusalem, relates that while in Egypt he bought two mummies, had them packed up, and got them aboard his ship as secretly as he could, so that only he and his two servants knew of it — the Turks making great difficulties about letting mummies be taken away, since they suppose Christians use them for magical operations.

Once at sea, a violent storm blew up repeatedly, until the pilot despaired of saving the ship. A good Polish priest in Radziwiłł’s suite recited the prayers proper to the occasion; but he was tormented, he said, by two hideous black spectres, a man and a woman, one on each side of him, who threatened to kill him. At first it was thought terror had disturbed his mind.

When a calm came he seemed at peace; but as soon as the storm began again he was tormented worse than before, and was only delivered from these apparitions when the two mummies were thrown into the sea — mummies he had never seen, and whose presence aboard neither he nor the pilot had known of.

I will not deny the fact, which is reported by a prince incapable of wishing to impose on anyone. But how many reflections it invites. Were these the souls of the two pagans, or two demons taking their form? And what interest could the devil have in preventing these bodies from falling into Christian hands?






Chapter XLV. Apparitions of living people to other living people, absent and far away

In all history, sacred and secular, ancient and modern, we find an endless number of instances of living people appearing to other living people.

The prophet Ezekiel says of himself: “I was sitting in my house, among the elders of my people, when suddenly a hand, coming from a figure shining like fire, seized me by the hair; and the spirit carried me between heaven and earth and took me to Jerusalem, where he set me down by the inner gate that faces north, where I saw the idol of jealousy” — apparently Adonis — “and there I saw the majesty of the Lord, as I had seen it in the field. He showed me the idol of jealousy to which the Israelites burned incense; and the angel of the Lord said to me: You see the abominations the children of Israel commit, turning away from my sanctuary; you shall see greater still.

“And having pierced the wall of the temple, I saw figures of reptiles and animals, the abominations and idols of the house of Israel, and seventy men of the elders of Israel standing before these figures, each with a censer in his hand. After that the angel said: You shall see something more abominable yet; and he showed me women mourning for Adonis. Lastly, having brought me into the inner court of the temple, I saw twenty men between the porch and the altar, who turned their backs on the temple of the Lord and stood facing east, worshipping the rising sun.”

Two things may be noticed here. First, that Ezekiel is carried from Chaldea to Jerusalem through the air, between heaven and earth, by the hand of an angel — which proves the possibility of transporting a living man through the air a very great distance from where he was.

Second, the vision of those offenders committing, inside the temple itself, the greatest abominations, most contrary to the majesty of God, the holiness of the place, and the law of the Lord. After all this the same angel brings Ezekiel back to Chaldea; but not before God had shown him the vengeance he meant to take on the Israelites.

It will perhaps be said that all this happened only in a vision; that Ezekiel merely thought he was carried to Jerusalem and brought back to Babylon, and that what he saw in the temple he saw only by revelation. I answer that the prophet’s text indicates a real removal, and that he was carried by the hair of his head between heaven and earth, and brought back from Jerusalem the same way.

I do not deny that the thing may have happened in a vision, and that Ezekiel may have seen in the spirit what was going on in the temple at Jerusalem. But I shall still draw from it a conclusion that suits my purpose: namely, the possibility of a living man being carried through the air a very great distance from where he was — or at least that a living man can be strongly convinced he is being carried from one place to another, even if the journey is imaginary and takes place in a dream or vision, as is supposed to happen in the transport of sorcerers to the witches’ Sabbath.

In short, there are true appearances of the living to others who are also alive. How does it happen? The thing is not hard to explain if we follow the prophet’s account, where he is carried bodily from Chaldea to Judea by the ministry of angels. But the apparitions related in Augustine and other authors are not of that kind: the two people who see and talk with each other never leave their places, and the one who appears knows nothing of what is happening to the one he appears to, and to whom he explains various things he was not even thinking about at the time.

In the third book of Kings, Obadiah, King Ahab’s steward, meeting the prophet Elijah, who had been in hiding for some time, tells him that Ahab had searched for him everywhere, and not finding him had gone to look himself. Elijah told him to go and tell the king that Elijah had appeared; but Obadiah replied, “See what you are exposing me to; for if I go and tell Ahab I have spoken to you, the spirit of God will carry you off to some unknown place, and the king, not finding you, will put me to death.”

There is another instance proving the possibility of carrying a living man to a very distant spot. The same prophet, being on Mount Carmel, was seized by the Spirit of God, which carried him from there to Jezreel in a very short time — not through the air, but by making him walk and run with quite extraordinary speed.

In the Gospel, Elijah appeared with Moses on Mount Tabor at the Saviour’s transfiguration. Moses had long been dead; but the Church believes Elijah is still living. In the Acts of the Apostles, Ananias appeared to Paul and laid hands on him in a vision before Paul had even reached his house in Damascus.

Two men at the court of the emperor Valens, wanting to discover by magical means who would succeed him, had a table made of laurel wood into a tripod, on which they set a basin of mixed metals. Round the rim of the basin were engraved, at intervals, the twenty-four letters of the Greek alphabet. A magician with certain ceremonies approached the basin, holding a ring suspended by a thread, and let it fall at intervals onto the letters while the table was rapidly turned; and the ring falling on the various letters formed obscure and riddling verses like those of the Delphic oracle.

At last they asked the name of the man who would succeed Valens. The ring touched four letters, Θ Ε Ο Δ, which they interpreted as Theodorus, the emperor’s second secretary. Theodorus was arrested, interrogated, convicted, and put to death, along with everyone guilty of, or party to, the operation. Every book of magic that could be found was hunted out and a great number burned.

The great Theodosius, whom nobody had thought of and who was far from court, was the man the letters designated. In 379 he was declared Augustus by the emperor Gratian; and coming to Constantinople in 380, he had a dream in which Meletius, bishop of Antioch, whom he had never seen and knew only by reputation, invested him with the imperial mantle and set the diadem on his head.

The eastern bishops were then assembling for the Council of Constantinople. Theodosius asked that Meletius should not be pointed out to him, saying he would recognize him by the signs he had seen in his dream. And in fact he picked him out from among all the other bishops, embraced him, kissed his hands, and looked on him ever after as a father. This was a clear apparition of a living man.

Augustine relates that a certain man saw, at night before falling asleep, a philosopher he knew come into his house and explain to him some opinions of Plato that he had previously refused to explain. This apparition of the Platonist was purely a phantom; for when the man he had appeared to asked why he had refused to explain at his own house what he had come to explain at another’s, the philosopher answered, “I did not do it, but I dreamed I did.” Here are two people, both living, one of whom, asleep and dreaming, speaks to another who is wide awake and sees him only in imagination.

The same Augustine acknowledges in front of his congregation that he had appeared to two people who had never seen him and knew him only by reputation, and that he advised them to come to Hippo to be cured there by the merits of the martyr Stephen. They came, and recovered their health.

Evodius, teaching rhetoric at Carthage and puzzled by a passage in Cicero’s Rhetoric which he was to explain to his students the next day, went to bed very uneasy and could hardly get to sleep. In his sleep he thought he saw Augustine, who was then at Milan, a great distance from Carthage, who was not thinking of him at all and was apparently sleeping quietly in his bed at Milan; and Augustine came and explained the passage to him.

Augustine admits he does not know how it happens. But however it occurs, it is perfectly possible for us to see in a dream a dead person as we see a living one, without either of them knowing how, when, or where these images are formed in our minds. It is also possible for a dead man to appear to the living without being aware of it, and to disclose to them secrets and hidden things whose outcome shows them to be true and real. When a living man appears in a dream to another man, we do not say that his body or his spirit appeared, but simply that so-and-so appeared to him. Why can we not say that the dead appear without body and without soul, and that simply their form presents itself to the mind and imagination of the living person?

Augustine, in his book on the care we owe the dead, says that a holy monk named John appeared to a devout woman who greatly wished to see him. The saintly doctor reasons at length about this apparition — whether the hermit foresaw what would happen to him; whether he went to the woman in spirit; whether it was his angel, or his spirit in his bodily form, that appeared to her in her sleep, as we see absent people we know in our dreams. We should have to speak to the monk himself to learn from him how it happened, whether by God’s power or by his permission; for there is little likelihood that he did it by any natural power of his own.

It is said that Simeon Stylites appeared to his disciple Daniel, who had undertaken the journey to Jerusalem where he was to suffer much for Christ’s sake. Benedict had promised to grant the request of some architects who had begged him to come and show them how he wanted a certain monastery built; the saint did not go to them in the body, but went in spirit and gave them the plan and design of the house they were to build. The men did not understand that this was the promise fulfilled, and came back to ask what his intentions were for the building. He said, “I explained it to you in a dream; you may follow the plan you saw.”

The Caesar Bardas, who had done so much to bring about the deposition of Ignatius, patriarch of Constantinople, had a vision which he related to his friend Philotheus.

“I thought I was going in procession that night to the great church with the emperor Michael. When we had gone in and were near the ambo, two chamberlains appeared, with a cruel and savage look, one of whom bound the emperor and dragged him out of the choir on the right side, while the other dragged me the same way to the left. Then I suddenly saw an old man seated on the throne of the sanctuary. He looked like the image of St Peter, and two terrifying men stood by him, like officers of justice. I saw, at Peter’s knees, Ignatius weeping and crying aloud: ‘You have the keys of the kingdom of heaven; if you know the injustice done to me, console my afflicted old age.’

“Peter replied, ‘Point out the man who has wronged you.’ Ignatius turned and pointed at me, saying, ‘That is he who has done me most wrong.’ Peter made a sign to the man on his right, and putting a short sword into his hand said aloud, ‘Take Bardas, the enemy of God, and cut him in pieces before the vestibule.’ As they were leading me off to death, I saw him say to the emperor, raising his hand in a threatening way, ‘Wait, unnatural son!’ after which I saw them cut me entirely to pieces.”

This was in 866. The following April the emperor, having set out to attack Crete, was made so suspicious of Bardas that he resolved to be rid of him. Bardas had gone with him on the expedition. Seeing the murderers come into the emperor’s tent with drawn swords, he threw himself at his feet to beg pardon; but they dragged him out, cut him to pieces, and in mockery carried parts of him about on a pike. This happened on 29 April 867.

Roger, count of Calabria and Sicily, besieging the town of Capua, had given command of two hundred men to a Greek named Sergius, who let himself be bribed and formed a plan to betray him and hand the count’s army over to the prince of Capua by night. He was to carry it out on 1 March. Bruno, who was then living in the desert of Squillace, appeared to Count Roger and told him to arm at once if he did not want to be overwhelmed by his enemies.

The count started out of his sleep, ordered his men to mount and see what was happening in the camp. They met Sergius’s men with the prince of Capua, who on seeing them withdrew quickly into the town; Roger’s men took 162 of them, from whom they learned the whole secret of the treason. On 29 July following, Roger went to Squillace, and having told Bruno what had happened, the saint said to him, “It was not I who warned you; it was the angel of God, who is near princes in time of war.” Count Roger tells the story himself in a charter granted to Bruno.

A monk named Fidus, a disciple of Euthymius, the celebrated abbot in Palestine, having been sent by Martyrius, patriarch of Jerusalem, on an important mission concerning the affairs of the Church, took ship at Jaffa and was wrecked the following night. He kept himself above water for some time by clinging to a piece of timber he found by chance. Then he called on Euthymius for help, and the saint appeared to him walking on the sea and said, “Know that this voyage is not pleasing to God and will do the mother of the Churches no good. Go back to the man who sent you and tell him from me not to be troubled about the separation of the schismatics — union will come before long. As for you, go to my laurel grove and build a monastery there.”

Having said this he wrapped Fidus in his cloak, and Fidus immediately found himself at Jerusalem, in his own house, without knowing how he got there. He told the whole thing to the patriarch Martyrius, who remembered Euthymius’s prediction about building a monastery in the laurel grove.

Queen Margaret, in her memoirs, maintains that God protects the great in a particular way and lets them know, in dreams or otherwise, what is going to happen to them. “So Queen Catherine de’ Medici, my mother,” she says, “who the night before that unhappy day dreamed she saw the king, Henry II, my father, wounded in the eye, as it actually happened; and when she woke she begged the king several times not to tilt that day.

“The same queen, being dangerously ill at Metz, with the king my brother Charles IX, my sister, the cardinal of Lorraine, and many ladies and princesses around her bed, cried out as though she were watching the battle of Jarnac being fought: ‘See how they run! My son has the victory! Do you see the prince de Condé dead in that hedge?’ Everyone present thought she was dreaming; but the following night M. de Losse brought the news. ‘I knew it well,’ she said. ‘Did I not see it the day before yesterday?’”

The duchess Philippa of Guelders, wife of Duke René II of Lorraine, then a Poor Clare at Pont-à-Mousson, saw during her prayers the disastrous battle of Pavia. She suddenly cried out, “Ah, my sisters, my dear sisters, for the love of God say your prayers; my son de Lambesc is dead, and the king my cousin is taken prisoner.” Some days later the news of this famous event, which happened on the day the duchess saw it, reached Nancy. Certainly neither the young prince de Lambesc nor King Francis I knew anything of this revelation or had any part in it. So it was not their spirits or their phantoms that appeared to the princess; it was apparently their angel, or God himself, who by his power struck her imagination and represented to her what was happening at that moment.

Mézeray states that he had often heard people of quality relate that Duke Charles III of Lorraine, who was at Paris when King Henry II was wounded by the splinter of a lance, of which he died, often told how a lady lodging in his house had seen very distinctly in a dream that the king had been struck down by a lance.

To these instances of living people appearing to other living people in their sleep we might add countless others of apparitions of angels and holy persons, or even of the dead, to the living while asleep, to instruct them, warn them of dangers threatening them, give them useful counsel for their salvation, or help them. Thick volumes could be written on such matters. I shall content myself with relating a few examples drawn from secular authors.

Xerxes, king of Persia, deliberating in council whether to carry the war into Greece, was strongly dissuaded by Artabanus, his uncle. Xerxes took offence at this freedom and said some very cutting things to him. That night he thought seriously about Artabanus’s arguments and changed his mind. As he slept, he saw in a dream a man of extraordinary size and beauty, who said to him: “So you have given up your plan of making war on the Greeks, although you have already ordered the Persian commanders to assemble your army. You have done wrong to change your resolve, even if nobody agrees with you. Go forward; believe me; follow your first design.” And with that the vision disappeared.

The next day he assembled his council again, and without mentioning the dream expressed his regret for what he had said in anger to his uncle the day before, and declared he had abandoned his plan of making war on the Greeks. The council, delighted, prostrated themselves before him and congratulated him.

The following night he had the same vision a second time, and the same phantom said: “Son of Darius, so you have abandoned your design of declaring war on the Greeks, in spite of what I told you. Know that if you do not undertake this expedition at once, you will soon be brought as low as you now stand high.”

The king got up at once and sent in haste for Artabanus, to whom he related the two dreams he had had on two successive nights. He added: “I beg you to put on my royal robes, sit on my throne, and then lie down in my bed. If the phantom that appeared to me appears to you too, I shall believe the thing is ordained by the decree of the gods, and I shall yield to their commands.”

Artabanus tried in vain to excuse himself from wearing the royal ornaments, sitting on the throne, and lying in the king’s bed, arguing that all this would be useless if the gods had resolved to make their will known; that it would be more likely to anger them, as though he were trying to deceive them with outward appearances. And as for the rest, he said, dreams in themselves deserve no attention, and are usually only the consequences and representations of what has been most strongly on the mind while awake.

Xerxes did not accept his arguments, and Artabanus did as the king wished, convinced that if the same thing happened more than once it would prove the will of the gods, the reality of the vision, and the truth of the dream. He lay down in the king’s bed, and the same phantom appeared to him and said: “So it is you who are preventing Xerxes from carrying out his purpose and accomplishing what fate has decreed. I have already told the king what he has to fear if he disobeys my orders.” And at the same moment it seemed to Artabanus that the spectre was about to burn out his eyes with a red-hot iron.

He sprang up from the couch at once and told Xerxes what had appeared to him and what had been said, adding: “I now change my opinion entirely, since it pleases the gods that we should make war and that the Greeks should be threatened with great misfortunes. Give your orders and prepare everything for this war.” Which was done immediately.

The terrible consequences of this war, so disastrous for Persia and in the end the ruin of that famous monarchy, lead us to judge that this apparition, if it was a real one, was announced by an evil spirit hostile to that monarchy, sent by God to arrange matters for the events foretold by the prophets, and for the succession of great empires predestined by the decrees of the Almighty.

Cicero notes that two Arcadians travelling together arrived at Megara, a city of Greece between Athens and Corinth. One of them, who had a claim on hospitality in the town, lodged with a friend; the other went to an inn. After supper the one staying with his friend went to bed. In his sleep it seemed to him that the man he had left at the inn appeared and begged his help, because the innkeeper meant to kill him. He got up at once, badly shaken by the dream; but having reassured himself, he fell asleep again, and the other appeared again and told him that since he had not been good enough to come to his aid, he must at least not let his death go unpunished: the innkeeper, having killed him, had hidden his body in a wagon and covered it with dung, and he must be sure to be at the city gate the next morning before the wagon went out.

Struck by this second dream, he went early to the gate, saw the wagon, and asked the driver what he had under the manure. The carter fled at once, the body was pulled out of the wagon, and the innkeeper was arrested and punished.

Cicero also relates other instances of similar apparitions in sleep, one of Sophocles and one of Simonides. Sophocles saw Hercules in a dream, who told him the name of a thief who had taken a golden bowl from his temple. Sophocles ignored this as the effect of disturbed sleep; but Hercules appeared a second time and repeated it, which led Sophocles to denounce the thief, who was convicted by the Areopagus; and from that time the temple was dedicated to Hercules the Revealer.

Simonides’s dream was more useful to himself. He was about to take ship when he found on the shore the corpse of an unknown man, still unburied. Simonides had him buried, out of common humanity. The next night the dead man appeared to him and out of gratitude advised him not to sail in the ship then lying in the harbour, since he would be shipwrecked. Simonides believed him; and a few days later he heard of the wreck of the ship he was to have sailed in.

Giovanni Pico della Mirandola assures us in his treatise on gold that a man of no great means, reduced to the last extremity, with no resources either to pay his debts or feed a large family in a time of scarcity, fell asleep overcome with grief and worry. As he slept, one of the blessed appeared to him and taught him in riddling words how to make gold, pointing out at the same time the water he must use to succeed. On waking he took some of that water and made gold from it — in small quantity, but enough to keep his family. He did it twice with iron and three times with orpiment. “He convinced me with my own eyes,” says Pico della Mirandola, “that the making of gold by art is not a fraud but a true science.”

Here is another kind of apparition of one living person to another, all the more remarkable because it proves at once the power of spells and the fact that a magician can make himself invisible to several people while showing himself to one alone. The case is taken from Father Le Brun’s Treatise on Superstitions, and has everything that could make it beyond dispute.

On Friday 1 May 1705, about five in the evening, Denis Misanger de la Richardière, eighteen years old, was attacked by an extraordinary illness which began as a kind of lethargy. He was given every assistance medicine and surgery could offer. He then fell into a kind of frenzy or convulsion, and had to be restrained, with five or six people watching him for fear he would throw himself out of the windows or beat his head against the wall. An emetic made him bring up a quantity of bile, and for four or five days he stayed fairly quiet.

At the end of May they sent him into the country for the air; and other things happened, so far out of the ordinary that it was judged he must be bewitched. What confirmed this was that he never ran a fever and kept all his strength, in spite of all the pain and the violent remedies he had been made to take. They asked him whether he had had a quarrel with a shepherd, or anyone else suspected of sorcery or malpractice.

He said that on 18 April, riding through the village of Noisy, his horse had stopped dead in the middle of the rue Feret, opposite the chapel, and he could not make it go forward, though he spurred it several times. A shepherd was standing leaning against the chapel with his crook in his hand and two black dogs beside him. This man said to him, “Sir, I advise you to go home, for your horse will not go forward.” Young La Richardière, still spurring, said, “I do not understand you.” The shepherd said quietly, “I will make you understand.” And in fact the young man was obliged to dismount and lead the horse by the bridle back to his father’s house in the same village. Then the shepherd laid a spell on him, to take effect on 1 May, as was afterwards learned.

During this illness masses were said in several places, particularly at Saint-Maur-des-Fossés, at Saint-Amable, and at Saint-Esprit. Young La Richardière was present at some of those said at Saint-Maur; but he declared he would not be cured until Friday 26 June, on his return from Saint-Maur.

Going into his room, the key of which was in his pocket, he found the shepherd there, sitting in his armchair with his crook and his two black dogs. He was the only one who saw him; nobody else in the house could see him. He even said the man was called Damis, though he did not remember anyone having told him the name. He saw him all that day and all the following night.

Towards six in the evening, feeling his usual sufferings, he fell to the ground crying out that the shepherd was on top of him and crushing him; and at the same time he drew his knife and struck five blows at the shepherd’s face, which left their marks. The sick man told those watching him that he was going to faint five separate times, and begged them to help him and shake him hard. It happened just as he predicted.

On Friday 26 June, La Richardière, having gone to mass at Saint-Maur, insisted that he would be cured that day. After mass the priest put the stole on his head and recited the Gospel of John, during which the young man saw St Maur standing, with the wretched shepherd on his left, his face bleeding from the five knife wounds he had given him. At that moment the young man cried out involuntarily, “A miracle! A miracle!” and declared he was cured — as in fact he was.

On 29 June the same La Richardière went back to Noisy and amused himself shooting. As he was shooting in the vineyards, the shepherd appeared in front of him; he struck him on the head with the butt of his gun. The shepherd cried out, “Sir, you are killing me!” and fled. The next day the man presented himself again and asked his pardon, saying: “My name is Damis. It was I who laid a spell on you which was to have lasted a year. Thanks to the masses and prayers said for you, you have been cured in eight weeks. But the charm has fallen back on me, and only a miracle can cure me of it. I beg you, then, to pray for me.”

While all this was being reported, the mounted police had set off after the shepherd; but he escaped them, having killed his two dogs and thrown away his crook. On Sunday 13 September he came to La Richardière and told him his story: that after twenty years without approaching the sacraments, God had given him the grace to make his confession at Troyes, and that after various delays he had been admitted to communion. Eight days later La Richardière received a letter from a woman calling herself a relative of the shepherd’s, informing him of the man’s death and asking him to have a requiem mass said for him, which was done.

How many difficulties this story raises. How could this wretched shepherd lay the spell without touching him? How did he get into young La Richardière’s room without opening or forcing the door? How could he make himself visible to him alone while nobody else saw him? Can we doubt his bodily presence, since he received five knife cuts to the face, whose marks he afterwards bore, when by the merit of the holy mass and the intercession of the saints the spell was lifted? And how did St Maur come to appear to him in his Benedictine habit, with the sorcerer on his left? If the case is certain, as it appears to be, who can explain the manner in which it all happened?






Chapter XLVI. Arguments concerning apparitions

Having spoken at some length about apparitions, and having established their truth as far as I have been able from the authority of Scripture, from examples, and by argument, I must now use my judgment on the causes, means, and reasons behind them, and answer the objections that might be raised to destroy their reality or at least cast doubt on it.

I have supposed that apparitions are the work of angels, demons, or the souls of the dead. I am not speaking of the appearance of God himself; his will, his operations, and his power are beyond our reach. We acknowledge that he can do everything he wills, that his will is all-powerful, and that he sets himself, when he chooses, above the laws he has made. As for the apparitions of the living to other living people, those are of a different nature from what I propose to examine here, and I shall come to them later.

Whatever system we follow about the nature of angels, demons, or souls separated from the body — whether we take them for purely spiritual substances, as the Christian Church holds today, or give them an airy, subtle, invisible body, as many have taught — it seems about as difficult to make a subtle airy body palpable, perceptible, and dense as it is to condense the air and make it look like a solid perceptible body. Yet that is what happened when the angels appeared to Abraham and Lot; when the angel Raphael appeared to Tobias and took him into Mesopotamia; when the devil appeared to Jesus Christ and carried him to a high mountain and to the pinnacle of the Temple; or when Moses appeared with Elijah on Mount Tabor. These apparitions are certain, on the authority of Scripture.

Suppose you say that these apparitions existed only in the imagination and mind of those who saw, or believed they saw, angels, demons, or separated souls — as happens every day in sleep, and sometimes waking, when we are strongly occupied with certain objects or struck by things we deeply desire or fear. So Ajax, thinking he saw Ulysses and Agamemnon, or Menelaus, threw himself on some animals and killed them, believing he was killing the two men he hated and longed to be revenged on.

Even on that supposition the apparition is no easier to explain. There was neither prepossession, nor disturbed imagination, nor any preceding emotion that led Abraham to imagine he saw three persons, to whom he gave hospitality, with whom he spoke, and who promised him the birth of a son he was scarcely thinking about at the time. The three apostles who saw Moses talking with Jesus Christ on Mount Tabor were not prepared for that appearance either; there was no emotion of fear, love, revenge, or ambition to strike their imagination and dispose them to see Moses — any more than there was in Abraham when he saw the three angels.

Often in sleep we see, or think we see, what has occupied us strongly while awake; sometimes we picture in sleep things we have never thought about, that even repel us, and that present themselves to our minds against our will. Nobody troubles to look for the causes of such representations; they are put down to chance, or to some state of the humours of the blood or brain, or even to the way the body is lying in bed. But nothing of that sort applies to the apparitions of angels, demons, or spirits when those apparitions are accompanied and followed by conversation, predictions, and real effects that were foretold beforehand by the figures that appeared.

Suppose instead we fall back on a supposed fascination of the eyes or the other senses, which sometimes makes us believe we see and hear what we do not, or fail to see and hear what is happening in front of us — as when the soldiers sent to arrest Elisha spoke to him and looked at him without recognizing him, or when the men of Sodom could not find Lot’s door though it was before their eyes, or when the disciples on the road to Emmaus did not know it was Jesus Christ walking with them and expounding the Scriptures, and knew him only in the breaking of the bread.

That fascination of the senses which makes us believe we see what we do not, or that suspension of the natural functioning of our senses which stops us seeing and recognizing what is in front of us, is hardly less miraculous than condensing the air, or rarefying it, or giving solidity and substance to something purely spiritual and free of matter.

From all of which it follows that no apparition can take place without a kind of miracle, and without an extraordinary and supernatural concurrence of the power of God, who commands, or causes, or permits an angel, a demon, or a disembodied soul to appear, act, speak, walk, and perform other functions belonging only to an organized body.

I shall be told that there is no need to bring in the miraculous and supernatural if we grant spiritual substances a natural power of showing themselves, whether by condensing the air, or producing a solid palpable body, or raising up some dead body to which they give life and motion for a time.

I admit the objection. But I maintain that this is not possible either to angel or to demon, nor to any spiritual substance whatever. The soul can produce in herself thoughts, will, and desires; she can set the movements of her body going and check its impulses and agitations. But how does she do it? Philosophy can hardly explain it, except by saying that in virtue of the union between soul and body, God in his wisdom has given her power to act on the humours and organs and impress certain movements on them. But there is reason to believe that the soul does all this only as an occasional cause, and that it is God, as the first, necessary, immediate, and essential cause, who produces all the movements of the body that happen in a natural way.

Neither angel nor demon has any greater privilege over matter in this respect than a man’s soul has over its own body. They can neither modify matter, nor change it, nor impress action and motion on it, except by the power of God and with his necessary and immediate concurrence. Our knowledge does not allow us to judge otherwise. There is no physical proportion between spirit and body; the two substances cannot act mutually and immediately on each other. They can act only occasionally, by determining the First Cause, in virtue of the laws which wisdom has seen fit to prescribe to itself for the mutual action of creatures on one another.

Porphyry, consulted by the Egyptian priest Anebo as to whether those who foretell the future and work marvels have more powerful souls, or whether they get their power from some outside spirit, answers that in all appearance these things are done by means of certain evil spirits, naturally deceitful, who take all sorts of shapes and do everything one sees happen, good or bad — but that in the end they never lead men to what is truly good.

Augustine, who quotes this passage, lays great weight on Porphyry’s testimony, and says that every extraordinary thing done by certain tones of voice, by figures or phantoms, is usually the work of the devil, who plays on the credulity and blindness of men; and that everything marvellous in nature which has no bearing on the worship of the true God ought to be taken for an illusion of the devil. The most ancient Fathers of the Church — Minucius Felix, Arnobius, Cyprian — likewise attribute all such extraordinary effects to the evil spirit.

Tertullian had no doubt that the apparitions produced by magic, and by the calling up of souls which are said to come out of the depths of hell forced by enchantments, are pure illusions of the devil, who makes a fantastic shape appear to those present and fascinates the eyes of people who think they see what they do not see. “This is no harder for the devil,” he says, “than seducing and blinding the souls he leads into sin. Pharaoh thought he saw real serpents produced by his magicians: it was mere illusion. The truth of Moses devoured the falsehood of these impostors.”

But is it any easier to fascinate the eyes of Pharaoh and his servants than to produce serpents, and can it be done without God’s concurrence? And how are we to reconcile that concurrence with the wisdom, independence, and truthfulness of God? Has the devil in this respect greater power than an angel or a disembodied soul? And once we open the door to this fascination, everything that appears supernatural and miraculous becomes uncertain and doubtful. It will be said that the wonders recorded in the Old and New Testament are, for those who witnessed them and those they happened to, only illusions and fascinations. And where do such premises lead? They lead us to doubt everything and deny everything; to believe that God, in concert with the devil, leads us into error and fascinates our eyes and other senses to make us believe we see, hear, and know what is not before our eyes, not known to our minds, and not supported by our reasoning — since by that the very principles of reasoning are overthrown.

We must, then, fall back on the solid and unshaken principles of religion, which teach us:


	That angels, demons, and disembodied souls are pure spirit, free of all matter.


	That it is only by God’s order or permission that spiritual substances can appear to men and seem to them to be true and tangible bodies, in which and by which they do what they are seen to do.


	That to make these bodies appear, and make them act, speak, walk, and eat, they must produce tangible bodies, either by condensing the air or by substituting other solid, earthly bodies capable of performing these functions.


	That the way this production and apparition of a perceptible body is achieved is completely unknown to us; that we have no proof that spiritual substances have a natural power of producing such a change whenever they please, and that they cannot produce it independently of God.


	That although there may often be a great deal of illusion, prepossession, and imagination in what is reported of the operations and apparitions of angels, demons, and disembodied souls, there is still some reality in many of these things; and we cannot reasonably doubt them all, still less deny them all.


	That there are apparitions bearing the marks and proofs of truth: from the character of the person who reports them; from the circumstances attending them; from the events that follow those apparitions which announce things to come; which achieve things impossible to the natural strength of man, and too much against the devil’s interest and his malicious, deceitful character for us to suspect him of being their author. In short, these apparitions are certified by the belief, the prayers, and the practice of the Church, which recognizes them and assumes their reality.


	That although what appears miraculous is not always so, we must at least usually perceive in it some illusion and operation of the devil; and consequently that the devil can, with God’s permission, do many things beyond our knowledge and beyond the natural power we suppose him to have.


	That those who want to explain these things by fascination of the eyes and other senses do not solve the difficulty, and land themselves in greater embarrassment than those who simply admit that apparitions appear by God’s order or permission.









Chapter XLVII. Objections against apparitions, and replies to those objections

The greatest objection that can be raised against the apparitions of angels, demons, and disembodied souls arises from the nature of these substances, which, being purely spiritual, cannot appear with visible, solid, palpable bodies, nor perform functions belonging only to matter and to living or animated bodies.

For either spiritual substances are united to the bodies that appear, or they are not. If they are not united to them, how can they move them and make them act, walk, speak, reason, and eat? If they are united to them, then they form a single individual; and how can they separate from them after being united to them? Do they take them up and lay them down at will, as we put on and take off a coat or a mask? That would suppose they are free to appear or disappear, which is not the case, since all apparitions happen solely by God’s order or permission.

Are these bodies that appear merely instruments the angels, demons, or souls use to frighten, warn, punish, or instruct the person they appear to? That is in fact the most reasonable thing that can be said about these apparitions; the exorcisms of the Church fall directly on the agent and cause of the apparition, and not on the phantom that appears, nor on the first author of it, which is God, who orders and permits it.

Another objection, both very common and very telling, is drawn from the multitude of false stories and ridiculous reports circulating among the people about apparitions of spirits, demons, and elves, and about possession and obsession.

It must be admitted that out of a hundred of these supposed appearances, hardly two will be found true. The ancients are no more to be trusted on this point than the moderns, since they were at least as credulous as people are in our own day, or rather more so.

I grant that the foolish credulity of the people, and their love of everything marvellous and extraordinary, have produced an endless number of false histories on the subject we are dealing with. There are two dangers to avoid here: too great a credulity, and an excessive difficulty in believing anything above the ordinary course of nature. Likewise we must not conclude the general from the particular, or make a general case out of a particular one, or say everything is false because some stories are; nor must we assert that a particular history is a pure invention merely because there are many stories of that kind. We are permitted to examine, test, and select; we must never form a judgment except with knowledge of the case. A story may be false in many of its circumstances and yet true at bottom.

The history of the flood, and that of the crossing of the Red Sea, are certain in themselves and in the simple, natural account Moses gives of them. Secular historians, some Hebrew writers, and even Christians have added embellishments that tell against the story itself. Josephus embellished the history of Moses considerably; Christian authors have added a great deal to Josephus; the Muslims have altered several points of the sacred history of both Testaments. Must we on that account treat these histories as doubtful?

The life of Gregory Thaumaturgus is full of miracles, as are those of Martin and Bernard. Augustine relates several miraculous cures worked by the relics of Stephen. Many extraordinary things are related in the life of Ambrose. Why not believe them on the testimony of these great men and of their disciples, who lived with them and witnessed a good part of what they report?

We are not permitted to dispute the truth of the apparitions recorded in the Old and New Testament, but we may be permitted to explain them. For instance, it is said that the Lord appeared to Abraham in the valley of Mamre, that he came into Abraham’s tent, and that he promised him the birth of a son; and it is agreed that Abraham received three angels, who went on from there to Sodom. Paul notes it expressly in the letter to the Hebrews, where he speaks of those who have entertained angels unawares. It is also said that the Lord appeared to Moses and gave him the law; and Stephen in the Acts tells us it was an angel who spoke to him from the burning bush and on Mount Horeb; and Paul, writing to the Galatians, says the law was given by angels.

Sometimes the phrase “angel of the Lord” means a prophet, a man filled with his Spirit and sent by him. It is certain that the Hebrew malak and the Greek angelos both mean what we mean by “envoy” or “messenger.” For instance, at the beginning of the Book of Judges it is said that an angel of the Lord came from Gilgal to the place of weeping, Bochim, and there rebuked the Israelites for their unfaithfulness and ingratitude. The ablest commentators think this angel of the Lord was none other than Phinehas, or the high priest of the time, or rather a prophet sent expressly to the people assembled at Gilgal.

In Scripture the prophets are sometimes called angels of the Lord. “Thus says the envoy of the Lord, among the envoys of the Lord,” says Haggai, speaking of himself.

The prophet Malachi, last of the minor prophets, says that the Lord will send his angel, who will prepare the way before his face. This angel is John the Baptist, who prepares the way for Jesus Christ, who is himself called the Angel of the Lord: “And soon the Lord whom you seek, and the Angel of the Lord so much desired, will come into his temple.” The same Saviour is described by Moses under the name of a prophet: “The Lord will raise up in the midst of your nation a prophet like myself.” The name of angel is given to the prophet Nathan, who rebuked David for his sin.

I do not pretend by these instances to deny that angels have often appeared to men; but I infer from them that sometimes these angels were only prophets or other people raised up and sent by God to his people.

As for apparitions of the devil, it is worth noticing that in Scripture most public calamities and diseases are attributed to evil spirits. For example, it is said that Satan put into David’s mind the idea of numbering his people; but in another place it is said simply that the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel and led David to have his subjects counted.

There are several other passages in the holy books where they relate what the devil said and did in a popular manner, by the figure called prosopopoeia — for instance the conversation between Satan and the first woman, and the speech the devil makes in the company of the good angels before the Lord, when he speaks of Job and gets permission to tempt and afflict him.

In the New Testament it appears that the Jews attributed almost all the diseases they suffered from to the malice of the devil and to possession. In Luke, the woman who was bent double and could not straighten herself, and had been so for eighteen years, “had,” says the evangelist, “a spirit of infirmity”; and Jesus Christ, after healing her, says that Satan had held her bound for eighteen years. In another place it is said that a lunatic or epileptic was possessed by the devil; and it is clear from what Matthew and Luke say that he was suffering from epilepsy. The Saviour cured him of this cruel disease and by that means took from the devil the chance of tormenting him further — just as David, by dispelling Saul’s black melancholy with the sound of his harp, delivered him from the evil spirit who was exploiting the inclinations he found in him to rouse his jealousy against David.

All of which means that we often ascribe to the devil things he is not guilty of, and that we must not lightly adopt all the prejudices of the people, or take literally everything that is said about the works of Satan.






Chapter XLVIII. Some further objections and replies

To combat the apparitions of angels, demons, and disembodied souls, people also bring forward the effects of a prepossessed fancy struck by an idea, and of a weak and timid mind imagining it sees and hears what exists only in thought. They point to the tricks of malignant spirits who like to make sport of us, and call in the arts of the charlatans, who do so many things that pass for supernatural in the eyes of the ignorant.

Natural philosophers, by means of certain lenses and what are called magic lanterns, by optical secrets, by sympathetic powders, by phosphorus, and lately by the electrical machine, show us an endless number of things that simple people take for magic because they do not know how they are produced.

Diseased eyes do not see things as others see them, or see them differently. A drunk man sees objects double; to a man with jaundice they look yellow; in the dark people imagine they see a spectre when they are looking at the trunk of a tree.

One conjuror seems to eat a sword; another vomits coals or pebbles; one drinks wine and sends it out again at his forehead; another cuts off his companion’s head and puts it back on. You will think you see a chicken dragging a beam. The conjuror swallows fire and spits it out again, draws blood from fruit, sends strings of iron nails out of his mouth, puts a sword to his stomach and presses hard, and instead of running him through the blade bends back to the hilt; another runs a sword through his body without wounding himself. Sometimes you see a child with no head, then a head with no child, and all of them alive. It appears very wonderful; yet if people knew how these things were done they would simply laugh, and be astonished that they could ever have admired them.

What has not been said for and against the divining rod of Jacques Aymar? Scripture proves the antiquity of divination by rod in the case of Nebuchadnezzar, and in what is said of the prophet Hosea. Fable speaks of the wonders worked by Mercury’s golden rod. The Gauls and Germans also used the rod for divination; and there is reason to believe that God often permitted the rods to show by their movements what was to come, which is why they were consulted. Everyone knows the secret of Circe’s wand, which turned men into beasts. I do not compare it with the rod of Moses, through which God worked so many miracles in Egypt; but we may compare it with the rods of Pharaoh’s magicians, which produced so many marvellous effects.

Albertus Magnus relates that two brothers were seen in Germany, one of whom, passing a securely locked door and presenting his left side to it, could make it open of itself; the other had the same power in his right side.

Augustine says there are men who move their ears one after the other, or both together, without moving their heads; others who, also without moving the head, bring the whole skin of the scalp with its hair down over the forehead and put it back as it was; some who imitate the voices of animals so perfectly that it is almost impossible not to be taken in. We have seen men speak from the pit of the stomach and make themselves heard as if speaking from a distance, though they were standing close by. Others swallow an incredible quantity of different things and, by tightening the stomach very slightly, throw them up whole, as out of a bag, in whatever order they please. Last year in Alsace a German was seen and heard who played two French horns at once and gave airs in two parts, first and second, at the same time. And who can explain the secret of intermittent fevers, or of the ebb and flow of the sea, or the cause of many effects which are certainly all natural?

Galen relates that a physician named Theophilus, having fallen ill, imagined he saw a great number of musicians by his bed, whose noise split his head and made his illness worse. He cried out constantly for them to be sent away. Having recovered his health and his senses he remembered perfectly everything that had been said to him; but he could not get those instrumentalists out of his head, and declared they had worn him to death.

In 1629 Desbordes, valet de chambre to Charles IV, duke of Lorraine, was accused of having hastened the death of Princess Christina of Salm, wife of Duke Francis II and mother of Duke Charles IV, and of having inflicted illnesses on various people which the doctors attributed to spells. Charles IV had conceived violent suspicions of Desbordes since a day when, on a hunting party, this valet had served a grand dinner to the duke and his company with no other preparation than opening a box with three shelves; and to crown the marvel, he had ordered three thieves, dead and hanging on a gibbet, to come down, come and make their bow to the duke, and then go back and take their places again on the gallows. It was said too that on another occasion he had commanded the figures in a piece of tapestry to detach themselves from it and present themselves in the middle of the room.

Charles IV was not very credulous, but he allowed Desbordes to be tried. He was said to have been convicted of magic and condemned to the flames; but I have since been assured that he escaped, and that some years later, presenting himself before the duke and clearing his name, he asked for the restitution of his confiscated property, of which he recovered only a very small part.

Since the Desbordes affair, the partisans of Charles IV wanted to cast doubt on the validity of the baptism of Duchess Nicole, his wife, because she had been baptized by Lavallée, cantor of St George, a friend of Desbordes and, like him, convicted of several crimes that brought him a similar condemnation. From doubt about the duchess’s baptism they wanted to infer the invalidity of her marriage to Charles, which was then Charles IV’s great preoccupation.

Father Del Rio, a Jesuit, says that the magician called Trois-Échelles, by his enchantments, detached in the presence of King Charles IX the links of a collar of the King’s Order worn by knights standing a long way off; he made them come into his hand, and afterwards put them back without the collar appearing disturbed.

A German named Johann Faust was asked, in a company of cheerful people, to perform some tricks of his trade for them; he promised to show them a vine loaded with ripe grapes ready to pick. They thought that as it was December he could not keep his promise. He warned them earnestly not to move from their places and not to raise their hands to cut the grapes except at his express order.

The vine appeared at once, covered with leaves and loaded with grapes, to the astonishment of everyone present; each man took up his knife and waited for Faust’s order to cut some grapes. But having kept them waiting for a while, he suddenly made the vine and the grapes disappear — and then each man found himself holding his knife in one hand and his neighbour’s nose in the other, so that if they had cut a bunch without Faust’s order they would have cut off one another’s noses.

We have seen in these parts a horse that appeared gifted with wit and discernment and to understand what its master said. The whole secret was that the horse had been taught to watch for certain movements of its master, and from these movements it was led to do certain things it was accustomed to do, and to go to certain people, which it would never have done but for the sign it saw its master make.

A hundred other similar facts could be cited which might pass for magical operations if we did not know they are simple contrivances and tricks of art performed by people well practised in such things. It may be that things like those just described have sometimes been ascribed to magic and the evil spirit; and that what have been taken for the spirits of the dead were often staged deliberately by young people to frighten passers-by. They will cover themselves in white or black and show themselves in a cemetery in the posture of people asking for prayers, and afterwards be the first to exclaim that they have seen a spirit. At other times it will be pickpockets, or young men hiding their love affairs or their thefts and knavery under this disguise.

Sometimes a widow, or the heirs, will announce publicly out of self-interest that the dead husband appears in the house and is in torment, and that he has asked or ordered such and such things or such and such restitutions. I admit this can happen and does happen sometimes; but it does not follow that spirits never return. The return of souls is infinitely rarer than ordinary people believe; and I say the same of supposed magical operations and apparitions of the devil.

It is remarked that the greater the ignorance prevailing in a country, the more superstition reigns there, and the greater the power the spirit of darkness exercises, in proportion as the people are sunk in disorder and in deeper moral darkness. Juan Luis Vives testifies that in the newly discovered countries of America nothing is more common than to see spirits appearing at midday, not only in the country but in towns and villages, speaking, giving orders, and sometimes even striking people. Olaus Magnus, archbishop of Uppsala, who wrote on the antiquities of the northern nations, observes that in Sweden, Norway, Finland, Finnmark, and Lapland they frequently see spectres or spirits that do many remarkable things, and that some of them even serve men as domestics and take the horses and cattle out to pasture.

The Lapps to this day, both those still in idolatry and those who have embraced Christianity, believe in the apparition of ghosts and offer them a kind of sacrifice. I believe that prepossession and childhood prejudice have far more to do with this belief than reason or experience. In fact among the Tartars, where barbarism and ignorance reign as much as anywhere in the world, they speak neither of spirits nor of apparitions, any more than the Muslims do — although the Muslims accept the apparitions of angels to Abraham and the patriarchs, and that of the archangel Gabriel to Muhammad himself.

The Abyssinians, a very rough and ignorant people, believe in neither sorcerers, nor spells, nor magicians; they say it gives too much power to the devil, and that by doing so people fall into the error of the Manichaeans, who admit two principles, one of good, which is God, and one of evil, which is the devil.

The minister Balthasar Bekker, in his book The World Bewitched, laughs at apparitions of spirits and evil angels and ridicules everything said about the effects of magic; he maintains that to believe in magic is contrary to Scripture and religion.

But then how does it come about that the Scriptures forbid us to consult magicians, and that they mention Simon the magician, Elymas the magician, and the works of Satan? What becomes of the apparitions of angels, so clearly recorded in both Testaments? What becomes of the apparition of Onias to Judas Maccabeus, and of the devil to Jesus Christ himself after his forty-day fast? What will be said of the apparition of Moses at the Saviour’s transfiguration, and of countless other appearances made to all sorts of people and reported by wise, serious, and enlightened authors? Are apparitions of devils and spirits harder to explain and conceive than those of angels, which we cannot reasonably dispute without overturning the whole of Scripture and the practice and belief of the churches?

Does not the apostle tell us that the angel of darkness transforms himself into an angel of light? Is not the absolute rejection of all belief in apparitions an assault on Christianity in its most sacred authority — on belief in another life, in a Church still subsisting in another world, in rewards for good actions and punishments for bad, in the usefulness of prayers for the dead and the efficacy of exorcism? In these matters, then, we must keep the middle way between excessive credulity and extreme incredulity. We must be prudent, moderate, and enlightened; we must, following Paul’s advice, test everything, examine everything, and yield only to evidence and known truth.






Chapter XLIX. The secrets of physics and chemistry taken for supernatural things

It is possible to bring against my reasoning the secrets of physics and chemistry, which produce an endless number of wonderful effects that appear beyond the power of natural agency.

We have the composition of a phosphorus with which one can write; the characters do not appear by daylight, but in the dark they are seen to shine. With this phosphorus, figures can be drawn that would surprise and even alarm people at night, as has been done more than once, apparently to cause a pointless fright out of malice. La poudre ardente is another phosphorus which, provided it is exposed to the air, gives light by night as well as by day. And how many people have been frightened by those little worms found in certain kinds of rotten wood, which give a brilliant flame at night?

We have daily experience of an endless number of things, all of them natural, which appear to go beyond the ordinary course of nature but have nothing miraculous about them and ought not to be attributed to angels or demons. For instance, teeth and noses taken from one person and grafted onto another who has lost the same parts; there are many instances of this in the authors. These teeth and noses fall off at once when the person they were taken from dies, however great the distance between the two.

The presentiments some people have of what is happening to their relations and friends, and even of their own death, are not miraculous at all. There are many instances of people accustomed to such presentiments, who at night, even asleep, will say that such a thing has happened or is about to happen; that such messengers are coming, and will announce such and such things.

There are dogs whose sense of smell is so keen that they scent from a good distance the approach of anyone who has done them good or harm. This has been proved many times, and can only come from the difference of organs in these animals, some having much keener scent than others, on which the spirits given off by other bodies act more quickly and at a greater distance. Some people have hearing so acute that they can hear what is whispered in another room with the door well shut. They cite as an example a certain Marie Bucaille, whose guardian angel was thought to reveal to her what was said a great way off.

Others have a sense of smell so keen that they can distinguish by scent all the men and animals they have ever seen and detect their approach a long way off. Blind people often have this faculty, as well as that of telling the colour of different fabrics by touch, from horsehair to playing cards.

Others can tell by taste everything that has gone into a stew, better than the most expert cook could. Others have sight so piercing that at a glance they can make out the most confused and distant objects and notice the least change in them.

There are men and women who, without meaning any harm, do a great deal of it to children and to all delicate animals they look at closely or touch. This happens particularly in hot countries, and many examples could be given; hence what both ancients and moderns call fascination, or the evil eye, and hence the precautions taken against it by amulets and charms hung round children’s necks.

There have been men known from whose eyes such poisonous spirits came that they harmed everyone and everything they looked at — even the breasts of nurses, which they dried up, and plants, flowers, and the leaves of trees, which were seen to wither and fall. They dared not enter a place without warning the people beforehand to send away the children and nurses, the newborn animals, and generally everything they might infect with their breath or their glance.

We should laugh, and rightly, at anyone who tried to explain all these curious effects by charms, spells, or the operations of demons or good angels. The evaporation of corpuscles or atoms, and the imperceptible perspiration of bodies, are enough to account for them. We need have recourse neither to miracles nor to higher causes, above all when these effects are produced close at hand. But when the distance is great, the exhalation of spirits and imperceptible corpuscles satisfies us less — as it does when we meet with things and effects beyond the known force of nature, such as foretelling future events, speaking languages unknown to the speaker, falling into an ecstasy so deep that the person is beyond earthly feeling, or rising from the ground and remaining there a long time.

The chemists demonstrate that a kind of restoration or resurrection of animals, insects, and plants is possible and natural. When the ashes of a plant are placed in a flask, these ashes rise and arrange themselves as far as they can into the form first impressed on them by the Author of Nature.

Father Schott, a Jesuit, states that he often saw a rose made to rise from its ashes whenever they wished to see it done, by means of a little heat.

The secret of a mineral water has been found by which a dead plant that still has its root can be made green again and brought to the same state as if it were growing in the ground. Digby asserts that he has drawn from dead animals, beaten and crushed in a mortar, the likeness of those animals or of others of the same species.

Du Chesne, the famous chemist, relates that a physician of Kraków kept in flasks the ashes of almost every kind of plant, so that when anyone wished out of curiosity to see, for instance, a rose in these flasks, he took the one holding the ashes of the rose bush and held it over a lighted candle; and as soon as it felt a little warmth, the ashes were seen to stir and rise like a small dark cloud, and after some movement they formed a rose as beautiful and fresh as if newly gathered from the bush.

Gaffarel assures us that de Clèves, a celebrated chemist, showed plants drawn from their own ashes every day. David Vanderbroch maintains that the blood of animals contains the idea of their species as well as their seed does; and he relates on this subject the experiment of Borelli, who asserts that human blood, while warm, is still full of its spirits or sulphurs, acid and volatile, and that when these are stirred up in cemeteries and on the sites of great battles by some heat in the ground, the phantoms or ideas of the people buried there are seen to rise; that we should see them by day as well as by night, were it not for the excess of light that also prevents us from seeing the stars. He adds that by this means we might see the idea, and represent by a lawful and natural necromancy the figure or phantom of all the great men of antiquity, of our friends and our ancestors, provided we possess their ashes.

These are the most plausible objections urged to destroy or set aside everything said about the apparitions of spirits. From which some conclude that these are either quite natural phenomena and exhalations produced by the heat of ground soaked with blood and the volatile spirit of the dead — above all of those who died by violence — or else the consequences of a stricken and prepossessed fancy, or simply illusions of the mind, or the sport of people who like to amuse themselves with the panics they throw others into; or, lastly, movements produced naturally by men, rats, monkeys, and other animals.

For it is true that the more often we look into what have been taken for apparitions, the less we find that is real, extraordinary, or supernatural. But to conclude from this that all the apparitions and operations attributed to angels, spirits, souls, and demons are illusory is carrying things too far. It is to conclude that we are always mistaken because we are often mistaken.






Chapter L. Conclusion of the treatise on apparitions

Having set out my opinion on the apparitions of angels, demons, and the souls of the dead, and even of one living person to another; having spoken of magic, of oracles, of obsession and possession by the devil, of sprites and familiar spirits, of sorcerers and witches, of spectres that foretell the future, of those that haunt houses; and having stated the objections against apparitions and answered them as solidly as I could, I think I may conclude as follows.

Although this subject still labours under very great difficulties, both as regards the foundation of the thing — I mean the truth and reality of apparitions in general — and as regards the way they happen, we cannot reasonably deny that there may be true apparitions of all the kinds we have spoken of; and also that there are a great many very questionable ones, and some that are plainly the work of knavery, of malice, of the art of charlatans, and of the dexterity of those who perform sleight of hand.

I acknowledge, moreover, that imagination, prepossession, simplicity, superstition, excessive credulity, and weakness of mind have given rise to several of the stories that are told; and that ignorance of sound natural philosophy has caused things to be taken for miraculous effects and black magic which are the simple effect of white magic and of a science hidden from the ignorant and the common run of men.

Furthermore, I confess that I see insurmountable difficulties in explaining the manner or the properties of apparitions, whether we hold with several of the ancients that angels, demons, and disembodied souls have a kind of subtle transparent body of the nature of air, or believe them purely spiritual and free of all matter, gross or subtle.

I lay it down as a principle that to explain the business of apparitions, and to give any certain rules on the subject, we should need to know the following.

First, we should know perfectly the nature of spirits, angels, souls, and demons. We should know whether souls are by nature so spiritualized that they have no further relation to matter; or whether they have some alliance with an airy, subtle, invisible body which they still govern after death; or whether they exercise any power over the body they once animated, so as to move it, as the soul that animates us gives our bodies such impulses as she thinks fit; or whether the soul simply determines by its will, as an occasional or secondary cause, the First Cause, which is God, to set in motion the machine it once animated.

Second, whether after death the soul still keeps that power over its own body, or over others — over the air, for instance, and the other elements.

Third, whether angels and demons have the same power over sublunary bodies: to thicken the air, set it alight, produce clouds and storms in it, make phantoms appear in it, spoil or preserve fruit and crops, kill animals, produce diseases, stir up tempests and shipwrecks at sea, or even fascinate the eyes and deceive the other senses.

Fourth, whether they can do all these things naturally and by their own power whenever they see fit, or whether a particular order, or at least permission, from God is required.

Fifth, we should know exactly what power these substances we suppose to be purely spiritual possess, and how far the power of angels, demons, and souls separated from their gross bodies extends in the matter of apparitions, operations, and movements attributed to them. For as long as we are ignorant of the power the Creator has given or left to disembodied souls or to demons, we can in no way define what is miraculous, or set the proper boundary within which the natural operations of spirits, angels, and demons may extend or must be limited.

If we grant the devil the ability to fascinate our eyes when he pleases, or to arrange the air so as to form the appearance of a phantom, or to restore movement to a body that is dead but not entirely decayed, or to disturb the living with bad dreams and terrifying images, then we should no longer wonder at many things we wonder at now, nor regard certain cures and certain apparitions as miracles, if they are only the natural effects of the power of souls, angels, and demons.

If a man in his body produced such effects by himself, we should rightly say they were supernatural operations, because they exceed the known, ordinary, natural power of a living man. But if a man had dealings with a spirit, an angel, or a demon whom, by virtue of some compact express or implied, he commanded to do certain things beyond his own natural powers but not beyond the powers of the spirit he commanded, would the resulting effect be miraculous or supernatural? Certainly not, supposing the spirit that produced the result did nothing beyond its own natural powers and faculties.

But would it be a miracle if a man had dealings with an angel or a demon and made an express or implied compact with them, binding them on certain conditions and with certain ceremonies to produce effects that would appear to us and to our minds beyond the power of man? For instance, in the operations of certain magicians who boast of an express compact with the devil, and who by this means raise storms, or travel with extraordinary speed when they walk, or cause the death of animals and incurable illnesses in men, or enchant weapons; or in other operations such as the use of the divining rod, and certain remedies for the illnesses of men and horses which, having no natural relation to those illnesses, nevertheless cure them, although those who use them protest that they have never thought of contracting any alliance with the devil.

To answer this question, the difficulty always comes back to knowing whether there is between living mortal man and the angel or the demon a natural proportion or relation that makes him capable of contracting an alliance by virtue of which these spirits obey him and exercise, under his authority and by virtue of the earlier compact, a power natural to them. For if in all this there is nothing beyond the ordinary force of nature, either on man’s side or on that of angels and demons, then there is nothing miraculous in either; nor is there anything miraculous in God’s permitting secondary causes to act according to their natural faculties, of which he is nevertheless always the source, and the absolute master, to limit, stop, suspend, extend, or increase as he pleases.

But since we do not know, and it seems impossible that we should know by the light of reason, the nature and the natural extent of the power of angels, demons, and disembodied souls, it seems that it would be rash to decide this matter by deriving causes from effects or effects from causes. For instance, to say that souls, demons, and angels have sometimes appeared to men, and therefore they have naturally the faculty of returning and appearing, is a bold and rash proposition. For it is quite possible that angels and demons appear only by the particular will of God, and not as a consequence of his general will and by virtue of his natural and physical concurrence with his creatures.

In the first case these apparitions are miraculous, being above the natural power of the agents in question; in the second there is nothing supernatural about them except the permission God rarely grants to souls to return, and to angels and demons to appear and produce the effects we have spoken of.

On these principles we may say without rashness:


	That angels and demons have often appeared to men, that souls separated from the body have often returned, and that both may do so again.


	That the manner of these apparitions and returns to earth is entirely unknown, and left by God to the discussion and enquiry of mankind.


	That there is some likelihood that apparitions of this kind are not absolutely miraculous on the part of the good and evil angels, but that God sometimes allows them to happen for reasons the knowledge of which he has reserved to himself.


	That no certain rule can be given on this point, and no demonstrative argument formed, for want of knowing perfectly the nature and extent of the power of the spiritual beings in question.


	That we should reason about apparitions that appear in dreams differently from those that appear when we are awake; and differently again about apparitions wearing solid bodies, speaking, walking, eating, and drinking, and those that seem like a shade or a cloudy, airy body.


	That it would therefore be rash to lay down principles and frame uniform arguments covering all these things together, since every species of apparition demands its own particular explanation.









Chapter LI. Ways of explaining apparitions

Take apparitions in dreams — for instance that of the angel who told Joseph to carry the infant Jesus into Egypt because Herod meant to kill him. Two things belong to this apparition: first, the impression made on Joseph’s mind that an angel had appeared to him; second, the prediction or revelation of Herod’s ill will. Both are beyond the ordinary powers of our nature; but we do not know whether they are beyond the power of angels. What is certain is that it could not have happened except by the will and command of God.

Then there are the apparitions of a spirit, an angel, or a demon showing itself clothed in an apparent body, and only as a shadow or phantom — like the angel who showed himself to Manoah, Samson’s father, and vanished with the smoke of the sacrifice, or the one who got Peter out of prison and disappeared the same way after leading him the length of a street. The bodies these angels took, which we suppose to have been merely apparent and airy, raise great difficulties. For either those bodies were their own, or they were assumed or borrowed.

If those forms were their own, and we suppose with several ancient and some modern writers that angels, demons, and even human souls have a kind of subtle, transparent, airy body, the difficulty lies in knowing how they can condense that transparent body and make it visible when it was invisible before. For if it were always naturally evident to the senses and visible, it would take another kind of continual miracle to make it invisible and hide it from our sight; and if by nature it is invisible, what power can make it visible? Whichever way we look at it, the thing seems equally miraculous: to make perceptible to the senses what is purely spiritual, or to make invisible what is by nature palpable and bodily.

The ancient Fathers of the Church, who gave angels subtle bodies of an airy nature, could on their own principles explain more easily the predictions the demons make and the remarkable operations they carry out in the air, in the elements, and in our bodies, which go far beyond what the cleverest and most learned men can know, predict, or perform. They could also conceive more easily that evil angels can cause disease, make the air foul and contagious, inspire the wicked with bad thoughts and unjust desires, penetrate our thoughts and wishes, and foresee storms, changes in the air, and disorders in the seasons. All this is much more easily explained on the hypothesis that demons have bodies made of very fine and subtle air.

Augustine had written that they can also discover what is passing in our minds and at the bottom of our hearts, not only from our words but from certain signs and movements that escape even the most guarded. But on reflecting later on what he had said in that passage, he retracted it, and admitted he had spoken too positively on a subject little understood; that the manner in which evil angels penetrate our thoughts is a very hidden thing and very hard for men to discover or explain. So he preferred to suspend judgment and remain in doubt.






Chapter LII. The difficulty of explaining how apparitions appear, on any system proposed

The difficulty is much greater if we suppose that these spirits are absolutely free of any kind of matter. How can they gather a certain quantity of matter around themselves, clothe themselves in it, and give it a human form that can be seen, that is capable of acting, speaking, conversing, eating, and drinking, as the angels did who appeared to Abraham, and the one who appeared to young Tobias and led him to Rages?

Is all that done by the natural power of these spirits? Did God give them this power when he created them, and has he bound himself, by virtue of his natural laws and as a consequence of his acting intimately and essentially on the creature in his capacity as Creator, to impress on occasion, at the will of these spirits, certain motions in the air and in the bodies they wish to move and condense and make act — in the same proportional way that he has willed, by virtue of the union of the soul with a living body, that the soul should impress on that body motions proportioned to its own will? Although naturally there is no proportion between matter and spirit, and by the laws of physics the one cannot act on the other, unless the First Cause, the Creator, has chosen to bind himself to create this movement and produce these effects at man’s will — movements which without that would count as beyond the human.

Or shall we say, with certain modern philosophers, that although we have ideas of matter and of thought, we may never be capable of knowing whether a purely material being thinks or not, because it is impossible for us to discover by the contemplative powers of our own minds, without revelation, whether God has not given to some collections of matter, arranged as he thinks proper, the power to perceive and to think; or whether he has joined and united to matter so arranged an immaterial substance that thinks?

For as far as our notions go, it is no less easy for us to conceive that God could add to our idea of matter the faculty of thinking, since we do not know what thought consists of, or to what kind of substance the Almighty has seen fit to grant this faculty, which could exist in no created being except by the goodness and will of the Creator.

This system certainly involves great absurdities, and to my mind greater ones than it seeks to avoid. We conceive clearly that matter is divisible and capable of motion; but we do not conceive that it is capable of thought, nor that thought can consist in a certain configuration or a certain motion of matter. And even if thought did depend on an arrangement, or a certain fineness, or a certain motion of matter, then as soon as that arrangement was disturbed, or the motion interrupted, or the heap of subtle matter dispersed, thought would cease to be produced; and consequently what constitutes a man, the reasoning animal, would no longer exist. And so the whole economy of our religion, all our hopes of a future life, all our fear of eternal punishment would vanish, and even the principles of our philosophy would be overthrown.

God forbid that we should try to set limits to the almighty power of God. But since that all-powerful Being has given us, as the rule of our knowledge, the clearness of the ideas we form of things, and since we are not permitted to affirm what we know only indistinctly, it follows that we ought not to assert that thought can be attributed to matter. If the thing were known to us by revelation and taught by the authority of Scripture, then we might impose silence on human reason and make our judgment captive in obedience to faith. But it is admitted that the thing is not revealed at all; nor is it demonstrated, either from its cause or from its effects. It must then be regarded as a mere system, invented to remove certain difficulties arising from the opposite opinion.

If the difficulty of explaining how the soul acts on our bodies seems so great, how can we understand that the soul itself should be material and extended? In that case, will it act on itself and give itself the impulse to think? Or will this movement or impulse be thought itself, or will it produce thought? Will this thinking matter think always, or only at intervals; and when it has stopped thinking, who will make it think again? Will it be God, or itself? Can so simple an agent as the soul act on itself and in a sense reproduce itself by thinking, after it has ceased to think?

My reader will say that I leave him here in difficulty, and that instead of shedding any light on the apparition of spirits I have cast doubt and uncertainty over the subject. I admit it. But I would rather doubt prudently than affirm what I do not know.

And if I hold to what my religion teaches me about the nature of souls, angels, and demons, I shall say that being purely spiritual, it is impossible for them to appear clothed in a body except by a miracle — always on the supposition that God has not created them naturally capable of these operations, in subordination to his sovereign will, which rarely allows them to use this faculty of showing themselves bodily to mortals.

If angels have sometimes eaten, spoken, acted, and walked like men, it was not from any need to drink or eat in order to sustain themselves and live, but to carry out the designs of God, whose will it was that they should appear to men acting, drinking, and eating — as the angel Raphael points out: “When I was with you, I was there by the will of God. I seemed to you to eat and drink, but for my part I use an invisible food unknown to men.”

It is true that we do not know what the food of angels may be, being purely spiritual substances, nor what became of the food that Raphael, and the angels Abraham entertained in his tent, took or seemed to take in the company of men. But there are so many other things in nature unknown and incomprehensible to us that we may easily console ourselves for not knowing how the apparitions of angels, demons, and disembodied souls are produced.



End of Volume One. Volume Two, the Dissertation on Ghosts Who Return to Earth Bodily, the Excommunicated, the Oupires or Vampires, and the Vroucolacas, follows.
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