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222 | Robert Muchembled

that overtook this area in the second half of the sixteenth century, as
widespread efforts to Christianize the popular masses were accompanied
by important economic changes. In fact, this period marks the beginning
of a genuine acculturation of rural life in the Catholic Low Countries, a
profound movement whose dimensions [ underestimated when I treated
it, in an earlier article, as a simple clash between two conflicting cultures.?

I hope now to show that the rural witches of the Cambrésis were
neither outcasts nor deviants but expiatory victims chosen by their fellow
villagers to satisfy a confused, ritualistic need for sacrifice, as a result of
the unconscious tensions born of the total and complete dismantling of
structures (destructuration) in their world.*

I shall first attempt to construct a witchcraft “model” for the south-
ern Catholic Low Countries and then will look at the witches of the
Cambrésis and the French Hainaut in their village setting. Most of the
texts I use in the first two sections are well known but have been ex-
ploited in only the most partial and partisan fashion. Moreover, a reread-
ing of them from a different angle will, I hope, lead to a fundamental
alteration of the way these problems have been interpreted in the past.

The Scope of Witchcraft in the Southern Catholic Low Countries
from the Fifteenth to the Eighteenth Centuries

The Cambrésis and the French Hainaut make up what is today the
western part of the French department of the Nord. In the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, witches abounded there, as they did in the Dou-
aisis, along the Flanders coast, and in the countryside around Lille.5 A
brief outline of the principal characteristics of the southern Catholic Low
Countries will help to situate this witchcraft “model” in its regional
context.S

Three important phenomena marked this area between the time
of the collapse of the Burgundian state in the fifteenth century and the
French takeover (1667—78): war, economic change, and the post-Tri-
dentine religious revival. The first two were closely interrelated in their
effects: the reign of Charles V, which has been depicted, perhaps wrongly,
as the golden age of the Empire,” gave way, in Flanders and the Hainaut
in particular, to an economic crisis, which Charles Verlinden has situated
“between 1580 and 1590 principally.”® During this same period, the
military reconquest of the southern provinces was completed, except for
Cambrai, which the French continued to hold. When Cambrai was taken
in 1595, the whole area embarked upon an era of peace and demographic
growth that lasted until 1632. In that year, at Bouchain, war broke out
again, spreading in 1635 to Artois and the Flanders coast. The entire
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ligious thinking occurring within the context of an evolving economy.
But before looking more closely at rural Cambrésis, I will describe the
victims, generally, throughout the whole region.

From the end of the sixteenth century on, prosecutions for witch-
craft were on the rise in the Catholic Low Countries: Flanders, Brabant,
Luxemburg, Hainaut, Namur, and Limburg were particularly affected.20
I shall limit myself to a discussion of the situation in what is now the
department of the Nord and those border lands immediately adjoining it
to the north and south. The work of Villette?! and the unpublished trial
records give us an idea of the numbers involved here (see Table 1).22

A statistical survey by decades reveals two very distinct phases in the
witch hunt (see Figure 1). The first and most important, from 1590 to
1630, with two peak periods in 1590—1600 and again in 1610-20,
corresponds to an era of peace and demographic growth, thus giving the
lie to H. R. Trevor-Roper’s theory that the persecution of witches in
Europe was directly linked, after 1560, to the wars of religion.?® On the
contrary, there is evidence that the edict of 20 July 1592, which was “a
true code of magic,” and the publication of antiwitchcraft literature, such
as the “Disquisitio magicarum libri sex” by the Jesuit del Rio, were
“directly responsible for the multiplication of legal suits” in the Catholic
Low Countries.2* The edict of 1592 was reinstituted in 1606 by the
archdukes, and repressive measures grew more severe, particularly in
Hainaut.?S This judicial campaign correlates clearly with the peak peri-
ods of 1590—1600 and 1610—20 for this region. But, as a study of Cam-
brésis shows, it alone cannot account for the popular attitudes toward
witchcraft.

The second important phase of persecution, from 1640 to 1680,
though preceded by a decade in which there was litdle witch hunting,
coincided with a period of unremitting warfare. Could the transition
from peace to war about 1635 have been related to the subsequent in-
crease in prosecutions? The characteristics of this second era of activity
are quite different from those of a half-century earlier. Again, by taking
the Cambrésis as an example, these points can be studied in more detail.

The incidence of witch trials in the area under study is similar to that
of the Franche-Comté in the period 1599—1667, when 4o percent of 157
cases documented resulted in the death sentence.26 Both of these regions
belonged at that time to the Spanish crown, Neither reflected the severity
of the Catholic and Protestant judges in Baden-Wiirttemberg between the
years 1560 to 1670.27 Evidence from the north of France also suggests
strongly that the severity of the courts differed according to the sex of the
defendant. Four women were accused of witchcraft for every one man.
But, once his case had come to trial, the man always had less chance of

Figure 1. Variations by Decade, 1500—1700, Comparative Incidence




usmop
=L
pagwadsun
uW
uauIo

Tel0y, .
SURISUSpEA 33 Surpnpxy

oki
149

601
881
S11

og¥1 m suersuaprep, selry ays Surpnpuj

69
o1
6S
69
o1
6S

£R41—1LET ‘saspD) Jo swoom(O ‘T aqu,

ST

61
61
97
oz

z$
oI
zv
9§
z1
b

98¢
z§
4451
g1t
8
69
1844

6
09
Ly
6
192
bs
Ly

Peaq  [e0] umowyup) senmboy  susmmsmng  JuSWsIIEg  [IERQ

3U3213]J

*safeqqia sy m L[re[nonred ‘saumausd YauaaIuIAIS PUB (PUIAIXIS
33 JO pjIom [eanJ 3yl Ul punoj aq iqnop ou ued uouswousyd afuens
1 03 A3 a <Ayrsound o anbid inq day Jouued Lc‘fam se uazpIYd
pue USW JO PUE ‘USWOM JO DYLIES IMBZIQ SIY] 1 "dWN PUE IMIND
1193 jo sadse ‘[esrdojoyied a3 uelys Jayes ‘JewIou Yy 03 UONB[RI U
Pa1apisu0d aq peajsul pMmoys L3y ] ‘Spury [[e JO SIUBIAIP PUE o‘sTeSSaq
‘100d a1 4331205 [1aDD WOIJ 3sX,, 03 3Y3nos ey3 [epueds pue uondni
-102 3sure8e uSredures AmM3Iuad-gIU3aIUIAIS Y2 JO 308183 € SB U2AS 2q J0U
pmoys sayaim ay |, *Lymey uaaq sdeyiad sey sueniolsiy jo aaudadsiad ayy
‘123(qns sTyI U0 JeYl PUE SWN I Jo AIA100S Y3 Ul §I3DEIEYd [eurdrew
‘ared 1s0W 9y3 1OJ 90U 319M PISNIIE 3yl IBY} AIE SUOHEIIPUT [[V
6. oW y6 ueds Suoy
B J13A0 SaUDIIm papdadsns paonpoid ° ¢ ¢ sayiwiey enf swog ° © * JUEIAdp
Apsnoaqo Jo £jauoj 10 100d a19m sayoM * * * [ Jou,, ‘BIn[ 33 J0j UMOYS
SBY JAJUOIN A\ "J SE puB ‘MOYyS [[IM §IS9IqUB)) 3yl Jo Aprus se ‘Afeu
-1 gz"USWIOM JO S[ELN) JO dAEM 38213 381y 9Y3 ‘apisSuole panupuod Uy
‘papanazd usw jo uonnasiad oyl 0091 PUE 0ZS T UIMIIQ JBY) UOHBAISS
-qo ay3 woyy astre suopsanb asopy ‘[lam se adomny ur araymasps sdeysad
pue eaTe SIY3 UY [BLA0 03 IYSN0Iq UIW JO JIqWINU Y3 PIIBIUNRSIIIPUN dABY
suelI03sTY eyl 1sa83ns SONSNEIS A8y OUOP 3G 03 SUTEWAI YIOM dIow
yonw y8noy | (z s|qey 3as) uewom ay3 ueys Lyeuad yieap oy Surdesss

"% 3[qBL OST8 335 *(STEE)-3p-8E N JO NIY|-JIYD iSRAIY) S[BWIAY I PAPIOXD
33490 SJUBpUIJap afew Jo a8eIus2iad M) ‘PRTIWNIOP $I5BI JO IIGUMY [[EWS A[[Ensnun ue
123[J31 SIQSLEIS A} UIYM ‘SILINIULD YIUINYSLa pUE IUIINOJ Y3 UT UIAD SEIIYM—(paunu
-Ja13pun w3323d 61 pue) s Jumasnd b ‘wawom Juadad 6f—mep eardkre Lj:adwo
U} 3[sa2 priom popad S1y3 Joj SIRSAES I3 U SUBISUIP[E\ SETY Y3 JO UolsnpuT Y1,

987 61 143 18 €7 safejuaazad
aferaae
pue s[elof,
9 oS € of £ o6L1—10LT
6§ - 61 11 18 34 ooli—1891
orts Tr €1 88 L6 0891—-1091
89 97 gt Vi of 0091—15S1
1% of L ol 9t oSS1~r10§T1
1§ 6 1 16 ol L0008 T—18b1
L ool L oSvi—10¥1
z of§ T of T oobi—1§€1
sfelo],  a8eyuadiag _quny  afejusdisy Joqump sIeay
W uatwom

E8LI—ILET ‘9ouvag Jo 440N 343 us sjuvpuajaq I ajquL

palquiayoniy 14390y | gz



230 / Robert Muchembled

Table 3. Male Defendants and the Sentences They Received, 1580—1680

Percent
Dates Executed Executed Banished Misc. Unknown Total
1581—-1590 4 50 1 3 8
1§91—~1600 9 90 1 10
1601~1610 3 100 3
1611~1620 1 1
1621~1630 2 50 ! I 4
1631~1640 1 1
1641~1650 1 25 1 2 4
1651~1660 4 100 4
1661~1670 3 50 3 6
1671—1680 1 1
Total 26 62 6 3 7 42

Witches and Villagers in the Cambrésis

In contrast with the county of Essex during the Tudor—Stuart era,
when 229 villages out of a total of 426 had some experience of witch-
craft,? and in contrast also with the Jura, where “nearly every village
produced some witch trials,” between 1560 and 1680, and where witch
hunts were “endemic rather than epidemic,”34 the rural districts of the
southern Spanish Low Countries seem not to have uncovered hordes of
witches in the same period. Out of 286 documented defendants (see
Table 1), many were of urban origin, though it is not always possible to
differentiate longtime city-dwellers from recent rural emigrants or from
those country folk who happened to be brought to the city for trial, like
Dénise and Barbe Le Jay, from Wandignies, imprisoned at Douai in 1575
at the request of their local bailiff and aldermen.?® In hundreds of vil-
lages throughout Flanders, Artois, the Cambrésis, Hainaut, and Tournai,
not the slightest trace of a witch can be found. The county of Artois,
though predominantly rural, seems to have escaped completely the epi-
demic of witch hunting that was going on to the north and east. We can
only conclude that witchcraft, in these areas, was limited to certain towns
and villages. The former lie outside the scope of my study, for urban
witchcraft sprang up in a very different economic and political atmo-
sphere. Only Douai and Dunkerque, and, to a lesser extent, Cambrai,
Valenciennes, Lille, Bouchain, and Saint-Amand, were the epicenters of
the phenomenon, Rural witchcraft seems to have been just as localized:
four villages alone in the southern part of the Cambrai diocese accounted
for 28 of the 286 rural and urban trials for which statistics are available

The Witches of the Cambrésis / 231

covering the years 1599—1652 (see Tables 4, 7, and 8). Apart from these,
no more than four or five trials for each of some other villages are cited in
the Cambrai archdiocese,3” which, even after the reorganization of 1559
that removed the archdeaconries of Brussels and Antwerp, amounted to
no less than 500 parishes and 109 missions.3® The proportion of villages
exposed to witchcraft is here quite different from Essex, even including,
in addition to the figures noted above, the instances of rural sorcery out
of 366 defendants that have been identified in the county of Namur,
which, in the period in question, 1509—1646, still fell within the arch-
diocese of Cambrai.?® In point of fact, rural witchcraft, in the part of the
Low Countries that today is French, seems to have been localized in
the great archdeaconry of the Cambrai archdiocese, which encompassed
the villages of Bazuel,*® Rieux,*! Fressies, and Hem-Lenglet,*? and in the
eastern tip of the diocese of Arras (located between that great archdea-
conry, on the south, and the Tournai diocese to the north). Those areas
(i.e., in the diocese of Arras) which the archival sources indicate were
centers of witchcraft—the Douaisis, Valenciennois, Bouchain, and Saint-
Armand—all lie within the boundaries of this meeting ground between
the three dioceses.®3 The Bouchain region, northeast of Cambrai, de-
serves special attention: 183 persons were accused of witchcraft there
between 1595 and 1614, according to an unsubstantiated source;** child
witches were known in the area;*5 and there was an accompanying rash
of trials in the villages of Rieux, Somain, Villers-au-Bois, and Campeau,
all of which fell within its jurisdiction.46

Before we step into the world of these witches, that is, back into vil-
lage life in the Hainaut and Cambrésis, we must reexamine the witchcraft
trial procedures.

Some authors—notably P. Villette, writing on the north of France—
would have us believe that these witches described before the tribunals a
form of satanic religion, a reverse image of Christian faith. Abbé Villette
distinguishes three stages of witchcraft: initiation, sabbath, and spell-
casting, His first article is organized in three parts, corresponding to these
three stages, and he makes it plain that the initiation is “a parody of
the rites of baptism and marriage, while the sabbath is a parody of the
mass.”*" The third stage of witchcraft corresponds to the fact that “sor-
cerers were capable of all kinds of evil,” for they were servants of the
devil, who is himself the “principle of Evil” incarnate.*® Though Villette
does not say so precisely, we may assume that their evil doings were
meant to represent'the Christian ethic, based on the conception of good,
turned inside out.

This interpretation, which echoes the conclusions of demonologists
such as Bodin, Boguet, de Lancre and the authors of Malleus Malefica-
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Table 5. Witnesses at Witchcraft Trials in Bazuel, 1599—1627

Name Age Profession or status Charges brought by the witnesses
1599, Pierre Wattelier . 30 thatcher at Bazuel Death of one of his cows; accused the defendant
;gamst of witcheraft to her son-in-law
P;y;eev al Nicolas Bridoux 50 weaver (mulquinier) Death of his daughter Marye, the granddaughter
at Bazuel of the defendant
Jean Lenain 60 alderman of Bazuel Confirms the preceding testimony
Georges Clocquette sergeant of the town Tries to make the witch confess
of Le Cateau®
Laurence Maughier, 41 Hiness of Jean Parmentier’s family; a Waldensian
widow of Denys Wattelier kept company with the witch
Jean Parmentier 50 alderman of Bazpel Confirms the preceding; birth of a skinless calf
1601, Jean Morut 68 sergeant of Bazuel Deathi of one of his cows
Z%;:l%s;n de Magdelaine Morut, 38 daughter of the above Confirms her father’s testimony
de Rue widow of Jean Gillart ]
Andrien Doyen carlier at Landrecies® Death of two horses belonging to one of his tenants,
Gérard de Briatte, a neighbor of the defendant, to
whom he rented a house
Gérard de Briatte 46 innkeeper at Landrecies® Confirms the above
Jacqueline Bourguignon, husband: butcher at Strange illness of her daughter, aged 8—9 years
wife of Jean Debonnaire Landrecies®
Margheritee, 56 “hostess” at Landrecies® A stranger to her, in her house, accused the
widow of Andrieu Florent defendant of being “‘a caroigne carrion witch™
Toussaint Lesaige 22 unmarried, from Bazuel ~ The accused sent for him in prison to ask him to
6] give the message to her daughter that she should
commend herself to God and confess if she had
“any temptation or vision”
Marye Bourguignon, 40 husband: bourgeois of An Italian soldier, in her house, had accused the
wife of Claude Canoisne Le Catean®’ defendant of being a witch
Grégoire Florut and censier (rich tenant One of his horses died as though in a fit
Anthoinette Warocquier, farmer) at Bazuel
his wife
1621, Nicolas Deramp weaver’s employee Death of a tenant farmer (censier) of Bazuel 17 or
against (mulquinier) in the 18 years ago; death of the husband of the defendant;
Marie lodgings of Mathieu death of his master’s daughter, aged 12, ten years
Lanechin Hennocq, at Bazuel earlier; illness of his neighbor, Andrieu Deramp;

' iliness of Jean d’Avesnes, son of Nicolas, during
the winter of 1620; he accuses the defendant of
poisonings

Andrien Deramp’ 30 inhabitant of Bazuel Confirms his illness and notes that he had to be
exorcised two times by the dean of Bazuel

Pierre Cauchy (Cauchie) 36 villein of Bazuel Death of his wife and of a young infant still nursing

Catherine Leclercq, inhabitant of Bazuel Death of her danghter

wife of Mathien Hennocq

Andrieu de Braibant 70 shepherd at Bazuel He saw the witch dance, hair disheveled, near a
wood

Antoine Nicaise 60 day laborer at Bazuel He saw her once, at daybreak, “all disheveled and

wild-haired”
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years old, relates how a sick cow of his, which he suspected Reyne of
having bewitched, was cured after he threatened to retaliate by setting
her house afire. He adds that he confided his suspicions to Reyne’s son-
in-law, but that Reyne herself, upon learning of them, showed no visible
emotion,

Nicolas Bridoux, a weaver (mulquinier), fifty years old, had been
previously married to Jacqueline Billot, daughter of the accused, and
with her had had a daughter, Marye, Five or six years earlier, this child,
on her sickbed, recounted to her father how her grandmother had prom-
ised to cure her illness if she could be trusted never to tell of it. Five or
six days after making this confession she died.

Jean Lenain, a local alderman, aged sixty, speaks in confirmation of
the preceding testimony, adding that he knew Bridoux’s daughter well
and that the incident had taken place seven or eight years before.

Georges Clocquette, sergeant for the town of Le Cateau and for the
abbey court of Saint-André, who had been given the assignment of bring-
ing in the defendant, tells of how he tried to convince her along the way
to confess, citing the example of one Isabeau Dubaille, and of how she
appeared upset at this, saying, *“What, and she [Isabeau] didn’t dare
lately to come to Valenciennes?”

Laurence Maughier, widow of Denys Watterlier, forty-one years
old, relates how the entire household of Jean Parmentier, finding that
they had fallen ill as a result of a spell, set out for Bertry, “to speak to
a woman, who had given them some kind of brew to cure them, which
woman from Bertry had told them that in order to take this potion they
would do well to go somewhere else other than their home.. . . and that
when they took the brew in question, the sorceress who had concocted
it would appear in that house despite all efforts to stop her.”

Jean Parmentier, she continues, did go to take his potion in another
house, but, at the crucial moment, he ““fell in a faint.” His wife took him
for dead and began to raise a hue and cry, which drew “several persons,
... among them Reyne..., who must have come running in a great
hurry, for in her haste she had lost one of her shoes or house slippers in
the. mud.” Parmentier, upon regaining consciousness, forbade Reyne to
come in, and, when she persisted, threw a burning ember in her face. His
wife recovered the ember and began to beat the witch, who made no
effort to defend herself.

The same witness notes that ““a Waldensian who lived at Saint Sou-
plet®® often came to Bazuel and went to see Reyne Percheval. . . even,
according to some folks, sleeping there on occasion.”

The sixth witness, Jean Parmentier, a Bazuel alderman, aged sixty,
confirms his role in these events, which took place some sixteen to eigh-
teen years earlier. He refers to Reyne as his “neighbor,” and he explains
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that the healer of Bertry assured him that the witch who had cast a spell
over his family would of necessity appear in the house where he took his
cure, “when the street was full of fire and water.” He also confirms the
tale of the Waldensian, adding that Reyne had bewitched one of his cows,
which “had disgorged [given birth to] a calf’s head without flesh or skin™
and from whose belly men had withdrawn all the calf’s missing bones
minus the skin.

All these witnesses, with the exception of Georges Clocquette, are
residents of Bazuel. Every one of them admits to a long acquaintance
with Reyne. And though they all claim to know that she is indeed a witch,
they make no mention of the demonologists’ initiations or sabbaths. The
judges’ interrogation is another matter. At her first questioning, on 2 Sep-
tember 1599, Reyne denies all the charges brought by the second and
third witnesses, which were no doubt already known to the judges, even
though they were not officially entered in the record until two days later.
She is also accused of having laughed and mocked, with her daughter, at
the grieving followers of two funeral processions that passed by her. She
denies this in the case of the second, and for the first occasion, offers the
explanation that her daughter had indeed laughed, but only at the sight
of a drunkard trying unsuccessfully to chant with the priests, and that she
had struck the girl in order to quiet her. She also denies having sent a
Waldensian into the fields to find a certain Jean Avaine to ask for his
daughter’s hand, which the peasant refused. Finally, in response to the
charge that she had been present at the execution for witchcraft of the
wife of Merlin d’Ors®! but that she had left just as the fire was set alight,
she denies leaving at that moment and rejects the contention that one
of those present remarked at the time: “Go on, go on, it will be your turn
next.”

On 6 September she categorically denies the charges brought against
her by the first four witnesses. The aldermen of Bazuel refer her case to
the court of Le Catean, who rule, on the thirteenth, that she may be put
to torture. This is done later that day; Reyne again denies all the charges
against her, but, several hours later, she can no longer hold out under
torture and at last she confesses all her “crimes”: she did kill her son-in-
law’s daughter by putting a certain powder in her pité, for, as she ex-
plains, Bridoux *‘often tormented” her. This same “powder” she used to
bring about Jean Parmentier’s illness and the birth of the deformed calf,
but she did not mean to harm Pierre Wattelier, or even Jean Parmentier,
who, she testifies, must have happened by chance to come in contact with
the powder sprinkled on his manure heap.

From this point on in the interrogation, the judges seem to be im-
printing the answers to their questions in the defendant’s head. Here at
last the devil comes upon the scene, in the person of one Nicollas Rigaut,
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and Jean Parmentier (if he is indeed the alderman of 1599; see Table §)
seventy-eight, then the ages of only twelve of the thirty-two witnesses at
the Bazuel trials are lacking, This gives an average age of forty-five years
for the villagers: three witnesses were young (twenty-two, twenty-five,
and thirty), but seven were fifty or over.

Women represented less than a third of the total: four widows aged,
respectively, forty-one, thirty-eight, fifty-six, and forty, five wives, of
whom one was forty, and a young girl of twenty-two, Their statuses and
professions were diverse, but there is a difference apparent between the
men and women: one of the widows was described as a “hostess™ at Lan-
drecies, but nothing was specified about the nine other women. The male
inhabitants of Bazuel included three aldermen, one sergeant, one tenant
farmer (censier), one weaver (mulquinier), one thatcher, and a series of
such less distinguished occupations as day laborer, shepherd, or linen-
weaving worker.

In drawing up a typical portrait of the prosecution witness based on
this information, the first conclusion would have to be that he was both
very like and very unlike the victims, Witnesses were generally old, espe-
cially for that era, and some were as old as or even older than the defen-
dants. But in the case of Bazuel, the average age of the accused, at sixty,
was a little bit higher than that of the accusers. The male/female ratio
among the witnesses was precisely the reverse of that among the accused:
69 percent men and 31 percent women, while men represented only
19 percent of the defendants in northern France (see Table 1). As for their
social backgrounds, the witnesses and defendants seem to have been
drawn from different classes. Four out of five of the Bazuel suspects were
widows, and not one of them appears to have belonged to the upper
socioeconomic-political level in the village; several of the witnesses, how-
ever, would have to be placed there. Interesting facts are revealed in
the list of mayors and aldermen of Bazuel between 1599 and 1627,57 that
is, the roster of judges who were competent to rule on witchcraft (see
Table 6). Throughout the period, the Trenchant, Wyart, and Lengrand
families, with the exception of the latter, which disappeared after 1621,
occupied the seats of power continuously until 1627. A comparison of
these names with those of the witnesses and the witches” alleged victims

yields some important correlations: among the bewitched, one Pierre
Wyart in 1627, the daughter of Mathieun Hennocq in 1601, the husband
of Saincte Avaine, and Jean, son of Nicolas d’Avesnes, in 1621.

Many of the plaintiffs were personally related to the aldermen-
judges, and many of the victims they described were also members of
these families (see Tables § and 6). Furthermore, their spells were evi-
dently directed, at least in part, at the most powerful and the wealthiest
elements in the village, for example, Jean Lenain and Jean Parmentier,

ress anhmne o e moons
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Table 6. Bailiff, Mayors, and Aldermen of Bazuel, 1599—1627

Date  Bailiff Mayor Aldermen

1599  Francois Leducq Melchior Wyart
Jean Lasne
Christoffle Meurant

Jean Trenchant

1601 Jean Trenchant Mathieu Hennocq
Bernard Lengrand
Jean Soufflet
Féry Hennocq
Christoffle Meurant

" Jean Lasne

1621 Jean Trenchant Gaspart Denise
Melchior Wyart
Bernard Lengrand
Andrieu Cardon
Andrien Grenier

Nicolas d’Avesnes

Philippe Wyart

Cornil Avaine
Anthoine Lebrun
Mathieu Debarlaymont

1627 Jean Trenchant

aldermen, in 1599; Nicolas d’Avesnes, an alderman, in 1621; and an
anonymous tenant farmer (censier) cited by Nicolas Deramp in 1621,
The witnesses from Landrecies, too, can hardly be said to represent the
poorest segments of society! Finally, as in the case of Nicolas Deramp,
the chief witness in 1621 and an employee of Mathieu Hennocq, who
served as alderman in 1601, one wonders if these witnesses from more
modest backgrounds were not recruited by their employers for this task.
In addition to Nicolas, one Andrieu Deramp is among the witnesses,
raising our suspicions of a link between their testimony and the death
of Hennocq’s daughter. Two other witnésses, Andrieu de Braibant and
Antoine Nicaise, engaged in professions that would necessarily make
them dependent upon their richer neighbors.

Finally, Pierre Wattelier and Jean Parmentier seem to have special-
ized in furnishing testimony against witches, in 1599 and again in 1627.
(Even if the latter Jean Parmentier should have been a son or a relative of
the first, a relationship clearly still exists between them.)

This relationship shows up clearly in an analysis of the accusations
(Table 5): deaths cited—of chickens, cows, and horses, and of people,
particularly young people and infants—alternate with anecdotes intended
to incriminate the defendant as a witch. Sickness, in every form, and at-
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Table 8. Witchcraft at Fressies (F) and Hem-Lenglet (H.L.), 1609—1649*

Date
gla:igl;lfntlggland Name Age Nl}mber of Remarks Place Verdict References
s) Witnesses (ADN)
16 December 1609— Jehanne de ) “several” Gave birth in prison, F Executed 7G 782
7 January 1611 Monchecourt, wife mentioned  which delayed the
of Luc Maisne in Dec. 1610 trial; tortured
(+1 in 1609)
?—20 November Catherine Salmon Tortured” F Executed 7G 78
162 3
3 by fire
?—2.0 November Barbe Salmon Sister of the above F Banished 7G 78
1623 . 3
;- ‘l) gf:\?bml;— - Colette Jardet Denou{:ced by F Executed 7G 783
ember 1623 Catherine Salmon; by fire
tortured
17 October~ Crespin Plazeau 17 Son of Catherine F Executed 7G 783
20 November 1623 Salmon; tortured by fire
26 October— Simon Dupas 20 (incl Son of Collete Jardet; F Executed 7G 783
20 November 1623 9 from tortured
Cambrai)
7 November— Péronne Desgardins 14 Tortured F Executed 72 G 783
13 December 1623 :
13 October— Catherine Leleu Tortured
14 December 1623 5 g i 7/ (ClZkE)
11 November— Anne du Moutie, 8 Lives in the Bray H.L.  Executed 7G 783
15 December 1623 wife of Nicholas woods, jurisdiction
Delattre of H.L.
12 October— Marie Delattre 10 Tortured F Executed 7G 783
16 December 1623 + others by fire
1623 (?) Géry de Haynin Fugitive F Banished 7G 783
forever
Before 15 Jehanne Flauveau, 45 6 Tortured, 15 Novem-  H.L. Banished 7G 783
November 1623— widow of ber, but will not forever
1 March 1624 Loys Dufour confess; the judges
consult their col-
leagues in Arras (P
5 January— Marie Lemaire, 42 8 Tortured; accusedby  F Banished 7G 783
1 March 1624 wife of Eloy Léger several already forever
executed
?—1 March 1624 Gillierte 40 witnesses Daughter of H.L.  Strangled 7G 783
Clacquebert, wife Catherine Salmon; and burned
of Luc de Seins tortured
May 1645 Charles Dupas HL °? 7 G 786
and his wife
1649 Jeanne Lourdeau 8o F Banished 7G 785

a. Villette, “Sorcellerie dans le Nord,” p. 151, omits

In particular, we must overlook his reference to *Jehanne Flanne

b. Chef-lieu of the Pas-du-Calais.

Géry de Haynin and commits other
ur,” who is none other than Jeh

errors in dating and spelling of names.
anne Flauveau, already cited by him.

T L
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court judges were not alone in their zeal; they were seconded by the
judges of the aldermen’s court and a good part of the village.

Pressure from the villagers is easily discernible in the trial records.
For example, Jean Leclercq, a notary at Rieux, declared in 1650 that
Madeleine Desnasse had been arrested earlier but released, *““having not
been harried further for the poverty of the village.”® Two years later,
the same source notes that the mother of Antoinette Lescouffe would
have been burned “if the village had had the means,” but that the funds
had already been depleted in the pursuit of several other witches. The
mother, he adds, married outside of Rieux, at Boursies, and “everyone
was pleased, for the village no longer had to pay for it.”8?

I have already remarked that the witnesses and the defendant often
came from different social strata. An extreme example is Marie de Bou-
bay, at Rieux, who was accused in 1652 of having threatened a local
bachelor in the following terms: “Worm, if you don’t marry me, you'll
live to regret it”’; but this would have been impossible, she testifies in her
defense, “since he is a censier [rich- tenant farmer].”82 :

Was witch-hunting pressure joined in by all the inhabitants of the
village? To find the answer a distinction must be made between witches
from outside the village, who appear to have been the object of general
opprobrium if they chanced to pass by, and witches who were natives. In
the case of the outsiders, for example, at Ors in 1601, “the boys pursued
a witch who had been banished from Castillon”;# and again in 1679
near Lille, three 'witches were chased by the peasants as far as Seclin,
where one of them was killed.®*

But when the threat arose from within the village, the reaction tended
to be less spontaneous: the authorities took charge. Thus, on 15 July
1609, the mayor, aldermen, and the community of Hem-Lenglet passed
the following act:

In consideration of the losses and damage which daily affect our neighbors and
coinhabitants of the said Hem, which losses in our experience derive from charms
and spells and sorceries, and in the interest of cutting off such losses, and fearing
even that this sort of thing might befall us, and inasmuch as there are certain
persons residing in the said Hem, our village, who are tarred with the brush
of witchcraft, we have agreed and consented and hereby do agree and consent,
after careful discussion, that those persons should be apprehended by the proper
authorities, questioned on this point, and even (if the case demands it) brought to
trial, as is proper in such a case.

The community further agreed to share the expenses, “each accord-
ing to our quota system.” The act was then signed by twenty persons,
including the mayor and aldermen.8s Almost all were men, and the La-
mandin family had four representatives among them, of whom one was
an alderman. This text was drawn up during a period of intense witch
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hunting, three years after the reactivation of the edict against sorcery,5¢
and it preceded by only a matter of months the trial of Jehanne de
Monchecourt held in the adjacent commune of Fressies. In fact, it may
well be this act that touched off the many trials at Fressies and Hem-
Lenglet fourteen years later.

Two further cases can be cited in which village authorities played a
direct role in the witch hunt. The first is documented in an act, undated
but probably from the seventeenth century, addressed by the mayor, al-
dermen, and farming community of “Garnier’’®? to the chapter of Notre-
Dame de Cambrai, under whose aegis they fell. It complained of witches
in the village, who gave “reason for fear to each and every one,” of the
death of animals who were “‘spellbound and full of all sorts of venomous
beasts.” The community asked that the evildoers be brought to trial and
offered to stand half of the costs of each case. There were forty-three
signatories, mostly men, and certain families (Lempereur, Depreux, Las-
selin, for example) were represented several times.3® The final text, drawn
up by the mayor, the four aldermen, and two feudal tenants of the village
of Dechy,® is a little different from the two others. Writing to the abbey
of Saint-Amand, their landlord, on 7 November 1611, they demanded
prosecution of those witches, starting with Anne Monart and Catherine
Tassart who had already confessed, for the village was daily experiencing
the loss of men and animals. They offered to pay forty florins per banish-
ment or execution as their share in the trial expenses.%?

Even on a fairly simple descriptive level, the relationship of the
village to its witches cannot be understood without referring to a whole
complex of factors, all of which played a part in the persecution phe-
nomenon: ties of blood, clientage, and neighborhood; economic and
social tensions among the villagers; the role of the well-to-do, the nabobs,
and the local political cliques—in sum, the network of relationships that
made up the rural community, a community whose membership was by
no means defined simply by the fact of residence in the village. The
village community in turn must fit into the larger context of an outside
world in full political, economic, and religious evolution. I am not at-
tempting here to do microsociology or microanthropology, which some
recent authors have touted as the most fruitful way of looking at the
witchcraft phenomenon.?! Too little is known about the rural world of
the Cambrésis, or even about Bazuel, Rieux, Fressies, and Hem-Lenglet
to make such an analysis. On the other hand, some partial explanations
may be made by comparing the witches, the witnesses, and their own
small world with the large-scale political, economic, and religious move-
ments that were sweeping at the time across this part of Europe.

For if we can understand why and how the hatred on the part of the
judges and the elites was taken up and spread—in a different but perhaps
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unlike her counterparts in the seventeenth century, she did no harm to
crops, animals, or property. Is this distinction owing to the state of the
documents that have survived, or is it one of the fundamental charac-
teristics of the medieval rural witchcraft, about which so little is known?
In the latter case, the difference would point to one of the explanations
for the witch hunt: by the seventeenth century, the threat to property
plays a major part in villagers’ testimonies (see Table §). Was there a
breakdown in their mental equilibrium, which was founded on the pos-
sibility of using healers—who might, incidentally, act as witches in their
own village—against the witches? Or were the healers no longer able to
quiet the anxieties of their neighbors, in part because their fears now
took a different form? Certainly fewer healers appear in the texts of the
seventeenth century, but this may be only an illusion. The witnesses’ in-
stinctive caution may be the reason the healers disappear from the trial
records and, consequently, seem to have lost much of their importance in
village society. They did survive, however, for they reappeared in the
Cambrésis and elsewhere with the end of the witch-hunting epidemic. In
fact, at that time they felt the wrath of the courts. The judges, who had
ceased to believe in witchcraft, condemned them in essence for their
superstitious practices and their bad influence on their neighbors. Thus,
on 18 September 1699, the bailiff of Cassel condemned Jean Vanacker to
be thrashed and banished for six years from eastern Flanders, as a con-
sequence “of having exorcised men and beasts, of having named the
witch who he said had cast a spell over persons and animals. ..and
of having done other superstitious acts.”® On 22 April 1700, Francois
Darche, from Furnes, was condemned to serve ten years in the galleys
and to make amends before the front door of the local church of Sainte-
Walburge, 7

and once there, bare-headed and kneeling, to say and declare, with a clear and
intelligible voice, that he had said and named several persons falsely and mali-
ciously as witches, that he had participated, among other things, in disenchanting
(three women], to which end he had made use of diabolical means and dabbled
in sacred matters, that he had written himself maliciously in ox blood on a half
sheet of paper several names which, falsely, he had declared to have been written
and signed in their own blood by would-be witches and werelocks, whom he had
supposedly forced to come forth to do so.!%°

On 29 September 1740, the official of the archdiocese of Cambrai or-
dered the appearance of a certain “fellow” who was peddling a “bro-
chure . . . containing a supposed miracle which happened in Marseilles
and superstitions which protect against thunder, sudden death, rabies,
death without confession and every evil.”1%

The curate at Viesly92 was involved in 1752 in a suit against one
Denisse, whom he refused to marry in the church until she had repented
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of various “scandals” in which she had been involved in the village. In
particular, “she has publicly accused two local persons, a man and a
woman, of having put a curse on her, she has called shepberds to come to
remove the spell and surgeons from different areas to visit her, and the
charm has finally been broken in childbirth, which has not, for all that,
prevented her . . . from setting upon the so-called sorcerers as they were
leaving the church.”193 Documents such as these, which occur in increas-
ing abundance from the end of the seventeenth century, prove that the
countryside, in particular, continued to produce its share of sorcerers and
exorcists. This does not, however, imply a simple restoration of the
situation that existed before the witch-hunting epidemic. For society was
once again, in the eighteenth century, in a period of profound change,
and relations among the witches, the exorcists, and the local villagers
were once again undergoing a necessary transformation. Much research
is needed to clarify these relationships, culminating in their rolé in the
rural world of the. twentieth century, in which spell-casters and charm-
breakers are still part of the culture. 04

A comparison, then, between the situations at the end of the six-
teenth century and at the end of the seventeenth century must begin with
a question; why and how did one part of rural society, in the Cambrésis,
cease to look to the healers for remedies against the sorcerers’ charms?
Why did these villagers turn instead for protection to the judges and
begin to condemn the witches mercilessly in the courts? The seer-healer
as she was represented by Pieter Brueghel the Elder in the sixteenth
century!95 had not really lost her powers, as far as her neighbors were
concerned, but, like them, she belonged to a world that, a hundred years
later, was crumbling away.

The first important series of witch trials in the Catholic Low Coun-
tries were held between 1580 and 1630 (see Figure 1). The cases at Ba-
zuel and most of the trials at Fressies and Hem-Lenglet, in the Cambreésis,
occurred at this time. }

In this same era, the Counter-Reformation spread, and important
economic and demographic changes occurred in the Cambrésis country-
side. Were these simply parallel events or can a partial explanation of the
witch hunt be found in them?

In the first place, the reign of the archdukes (1596—1633) was
marked by their attempt to reorganize ecclesiastical structures and to
Christianize the masses. The archbishop of Cambrai, Van der Burch, who
had been promoted in 1616, wrote in 1625 to Rome that he had removed
from office more than one hundred of his pastors, either by pensioning
them off or by bringing them to trial on grounds of immorality or ig-
norance. And even though “the establishment of seminaries will have an
effect only much later,” the nuncio could record in 1634 that the secular
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precisely at a time when the villages of the Cambrésis were tending to
turn inward upon themselves: “Demographic expansion made every plot
of ground more precious and each new arrival less welcome.”115 This
closing of the village to the outside world produced a new social discom-
fort and served to exacerbate the turbulence that was affecting the float-
ing population of that time, a population composed essentially of two
social categories: farmhands who moved about in search of employment
and a “self-conscious social group” made up of tenant farmers (censiers),
who rented large tracts of land—fifty to seventy-five hectares on the
average—and could thus make use of heavy machinery as well as an
abundant labor supply.!'6

These effects of demographic and economic change would have gone
unheeded by the villagers. When, under the changed conditions, their
lives became more difficult, they probably experienced only a marked
uneasiness. But they may have reacted instinctively and violently when
their property or their rented land was threatened; Neveux cites several
cases of socioeconomic antagonisms in the sixteenth century.!’” And one
study of criminality in the southern Low Countries from 1610 to 1660
has shown that 15 percent of eleven hundred “crimes” surveyed arose
out of conflicts of interest, both urban and rural. Viewed from another
perspective, 50 percent of the crimes committed by tenant farmers and

laboureurs were related to economic conflicts, as against 1§ percent by’

the day laborers.!18

I have already noted that the accusations of the witesses in the
rural witch trials of the Cambrésis revolved around the twin concepts of
threat to life and to property. Can we perhaps assume that witchcraft, for
the villagers, now connoted a form of social conflict? The judges and
witnesses at Bazuel, for the most part, did not come from the same social
stratum as the accused. On the other hand, almost all the participants
seem to have been part of the fixed populations of the villages in ques-
tion. This was the case of the aldermen’s court, especially, and of the
witnesses at Bazuel. The witches themselves were all natives and lifelong
inhabitants of the villages where they were brought to trial, with only
rare exceptions—such as Maxellende Vasseur, a shepherd’s wife and a
resident of Bazuel for seventeen to eighteen years, and Marie Burlion,
a sixty-year-old beggar woman accused of witchcraft at Braine-le-Comte
on 19 July 1647.11% Both were acquitted, the latter because there were no
charges that would stand up in court. Does the judges’ leniency reflect the
fact that neither woman had more than superficial ties with her adopted
village and could not therefore arouse the same social anxiety as the
other suspects? In other words, this fear may have existed only within the
very core of certain villages that were threatened from the outside by
the demographic and social turbulence characteristic of the Cambrésis.
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Before turning to a discussion of this social anxiety, we should note
that the twenty-year-long economic crisis that afflicted the Cambreésis at
the end of the sixteenth century was accompanied by the definitive oust-
ing of the French in 1595. What effect would this new climate of peace
have had upon the deep reservoir of social tensions that had accumulated
in each locality? First, peace would have brought back to their villages
many families or individuals who had temporarily fled during the second
half of the sixteenth century. Did Rieux, for instance, where three houses
out of a total of twenty-eight were empty in 1560—61, see the sudden
return of some of its old inhabitants once peace was declared?12° This
may never be known, but it is certain that the external pressure from
vagrants upon the Cambreésis villages rose sharply at the beginning of the
seventeenth century.

Second, the church authorities, in 1592 and again in 1606, desig-
nated a whipping boy for the masses in the form of sorcerers or witches,
whom they increasingly identified with evil. Little by little, the leaders of
the Counter-Reformation convinced the villagers that witches might be
harmful. The lessons in the Sunday or weekly schools, the curate’s ser-
mons, trial sentences read aloud in the public squares, all spoke to these
countryfolk of the devil and his apostles. The endless troubles that now
rained upon the southern Low Countries would reinforce their sense of
doom, and the clergy would do their part by portraying these catastro-
phes as evidence of divine retribution. In fact, the priest'’s message—
stressing the whole community’s responsibility for the misfortunes that
plagued them—had not changed since the Middle Ages. But now, of
course, his parishioners were better able to accept this message because
of the atmosphere of perpetual fear in which they lived. In the provinces
adjoining the Cambrésis (and no doubt there, too, if they could be found),
documents trace the succession of threats to human life: plague at Lille in
1606; on 27 March 1606, in Flanders, Artois, and Hainaut, “a hurricane
so violent and tempestuous . . . that no one had ever seen such a great
disaster”; “three suns over the city of Lille” in 1608; a “terrifying”
comet in 1610; plague again at Lille in 1617, as a consequence of “God’s
wrath”;121 a “great fear and terror” that war would break out again in
Artois early in 1625; an unspecified fear occurring in the same province
in the same year, as “the wrath of God . . . roused against his people”
rained war, famine, pestilence, and skin rashes upon them; a virulent
plague in Artois in 1636, just as the war was starting up again.!?2

Thus the witch hunt may be seen as the end result of the process of
rural acculturation, in which the guilt feelings of the masses were as-
suaged—and perhaps some of their economic, social, and psychological
concerns as well—with the presentation of an expiatory victim. Unfor-
tunately, this interpretation does not explain why in Artois, the neighbor-
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brations of the Middle Ages with their guitarists and minstrels. And the
communal confession, which was supposedly a feature of the sabbath,
should also be considered in the context of Saint Carlo Borromeo’s efforts
to replace the medieval public confessions with private audiences.!3?

To sum up, then, the Counter-Reformation was attempting, in the
Cambrésis and elsewhere, to promote morality in the conduct of its
laymen and individualism in their religious life. But in doing so it was
threatening to destroy the ties of blood and family that had held society
together since the Middle Ages, and it was aided by an evolutionary
process that had begun in the southern Low Countries more than a
century before. The growing authority of the princes was acting to stamp
out the practice of the private vendetta, which had functioned as a regu-
lator of social tensions, helping to keep down the level of violence and
to prevent warring families from exterminating each other completely.
But the new theory according to which “no one is permitted to take ven-
geance except God and the judges appointed to punish wrongdoings™131
was not immediately, or wholeheartedly, accepted. In the fifteenth cen-
tury these new ideas had made the least inroads in the Hainaut and
Namur.!32 Two centuries later there was still considerable evidence of
private warfare in the southern Low Countries.?3 The old alliances
were under great strain, but they continued to make themselves felt: for
example, 1§ percent of eleven hundred “crimes™ analyzed for the period
1610~60 were attributable to clan warfare,!34 But though these family
alliances continued to exist, their members no doubt vaguely sensed that
their days were numbered. For, by the mid-seventeenth century, the rural
family was “already in large part dismembered” in France!?s as a whole
as well as in the region under study. Under these conditions, the security-
producing structures in the villagers’ world seemed to be crumbling.
Pierre de Saint-Jacob’s analysis of France during the period r550—1650
applies to the Cambrésis: “A decisive century if there ever was one, which
saw the precipitous disintegration of the old communities and the atten-
dant rise of the propertied bourgeois, the nonresident, and the nobleman,
all of whom threatened the valuable property and the rights of the rural
population.””136 This vast expropriation that resulted essentially from the
invasion of the rural world by the capitalist spirit gave rise to deep divi-
sions within the community, where “social imbalance had grown.”137
Various studies have shown, moreover, that as a result the rural commu-
nity, once open to all male inhabitants of the village, shrank further and
further until, in the seventeenth century in some cases and certainly by
the eighteenth century, it admitted only *“those who had some means,”138
This was certainly the case in parts of the Cambrésis in the first half of
the seventeenth century, based on texts from these rural communities
where the witch hunt was most fierce:13? at the very least they show the
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influential role played by a few powerful families within the village. The
aldermen of Bazuel, for example, sat in judgment on the witches and col-
lected testimony against them from their own relatives and friends and
were thus set apart from the lower orders of the population. As a group
they also formed the town council, who “oversaw every aspect of group
life or at least had the legal power to do so.”’14® Without going as far as
Porchnev, who concluded that “the seventeenth century abounds also in
intense class struggle,”4! certainly traces of such a struggle are evident
throughout the Cambrésis countryside. The disintegration of security
structures, compounded by the impact of the Counter-Reformation, laid
bare a network of fears beneath the surface of society. The richest and
most influential villagers no doubt adhered all the more staunchly to the
declining kinship structures that provided a base for their opposition to
the growing number of poor, malcontents, and vagrant unemployed.
They probably also tried to take over the rural community as a political
and socioeconomic institution to serve their own interests. Witch hunting
thus served both as a mechanism for expressing their fears of this latent
social warfare and for keeping it at bay. It is perhaps no mere coincidence
that their chosen victims—most often widows, young girls searching
vainly for a husband, or, in some cases, children!42—were generally
poorer than their judges and almost always isolated figures within the
community. The typical witch was not only very different from her judges
but also from the witnesses who testified against her. Perhaps she was
singled out because of her difference. She symbolized to her accusers not
only a threat to their society but also the terrible helplessness of the
lonely individual with no friendly or family relationships to fall back
on—in short, the incarnation of their own fears for themselves. This
question of the similarities and dissimilarities between the victim and her
enemies bears upon the problem of the executions and their function as
sacrificial rituals for the villages.

From a criminologist’s point of view, the society of the southern
Low Countries appears to have been steeped in violence, as a study
of delinquency based on evidence of royal remissions and pardons has
shown.143 Criminal acts in this part of the country in the first half of the
seventeenth century seem to have been the work essentially of young
unmarried men: more than 50 percent of the criminals and more than
60 percent of their victims fall within this category, the majority of them
within the age group fifteen to twenty-five. The existence of “lateral
group relationships based on age™ and the clear schism between married
and unmarried men would suggest a group violence characteristic of
youth gangs or clans.144 But the authors of the study are at a loss to
explain the abrupt decline in criminal acts by older men. Since we can
hardly assume that the latter would have completely transformed their
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for excluding them—execution—operated in response to the will, con-
scious or unconscious, of the whole society.

Before attempting to measure the impact upon them of all these
structural changes, an attempt must be made to establish the mood of
these Cambrésis villages. Violence and aggression, together with alco-
holism and a persistent sense of insecurity, were elements in the landscape
against which these peasants lived out their days. Moreover, “one has the
impression that these people passed their time spying on each other from
behind their curtains.” Sexual scandals in particular were at the heart of
most of the cases that found their way into the courts. In a less serious
vein, gossip-mongering and fun-poking were the daily diet of a society
that was turning increasingly inward upon itself.!55 In such a world,
scandal serves as a vehicle for the introduction and perpetuation of cer-
tain moral and social stereotypes. Many of these stereotypes revolved
around the concept of the devil, as a semantic study of the word “honor”
in the southern Low Countries between 1610 and 1660 has shown. An
accusation of witchcraft, with its implication of crime against the Al-
mighty, was considered *as the most serious threat to one’s honor.”156
Thus, two plaintiffs testified in 1698 that the curate of Montigny's?
“accused [them], among other things, of belonging to a race of witches,
for several weeks running, and as such a slander is extremely serious,
particularly for country people, and as it could completely destroy the
reputation of the plaintiffs and of their families.”15® By the end of the
seventeenth century, such a charge by a curate would not have caused
great concern. But the situation was different two or three generations
earlier, when the priest was beginning to function as the guardian of tra-
dition. It was his job to transmit this tradition to his parishioners; he was,
in addition, the necessary mediator between them and the Almighty.'s® It
is not unreasonable to imagine how some priests, motivated by a guilty
knowledge of their own moral weaknesses, took an active part in the
witch hunt. Thus, for example, the Cambrésis curate who, around 1626,
paid a sick call on a fwenty-year-old parishioner:

He took a rather strong drink, and after hearing her confession, he told the girl
that she was bewitched and that if she would be willing to let him get in bed with
her and to make love to her she would be cured, all of which she refused.
However, he redoubled his efforts in order to gain his objective, putting his hand
under the covers to touch her breasts, and even more, which modesty prevents
her from mentioning,15¢

Obviously, not all the curates in the Cambrésis practiced this kind of
exorcism. But this text bears out my observations concerning scandal
and the notion of honor: the seventeenth-century reformers were able to
superimpose an atmosphere of moral anxiety and guilt upon the sub-
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structure of very real fears and uncertainties that were troubling a society
in transition. The interplay of these anxieties could touch off the witch
hunting. But it was necessary first that this moral insecurity should pro-
foundly trouble certain elements in the village, that it should, in effect, be
hammered home by the local priest. He would tend to project this guilt
upon his parishioners all the more strongly if he was uneasy in his con-
science about his own conduct. This would explain why the majority of
the villages in the Cambrésis did not take part in the witch hunt: most of
the local priests conducted themselves exactly like laymen, particularly in
sexual matters, which explains why the ecclesiastical courts, faced with a
broad-based defiance of the rules, adopted a policy of leniency. Yet all the
while the Counter-Reformation was making slow but steady progress,
converting one after another, sowing its message of guilt among the
priests, who in turn passed it on to their flock, and together they looked
for an expiatory victim, a witch—a woman, that is, the very symbol of
sexuality. The burning of witches could thus provide a means of wiping
out one’s own sins and of turning the attention of the authorities away
from oneself. I have noted that the increase in this region in the number of
witches coincides with a decline in the instances of morals cases brought
against both laymen and clerics, which tends to support my hypothesis.

Following the same line of reasoning, the witch trials came to an end
at the end of the seventeenth century, not only because the authorities
had opted against them,16! but also because the process of rural accul-
turation had ground to a halt. Henceforth the local priests—like the
curate of Rumegies, near Saint-Amand!62—stand out clearly in contrast
to their lay brethren. But can one conclude that the country populace had
been totally acculturated? And, if so, how can one explain “the wide-
spread collapse of popular religion in Catholic Europe at the fall of the
ancien régime”?163 In any case, a very real gulf now existed between
priest and layman, and curates were now, in general, distinguished by
their exemplary behavior: they no longer needed to project their own
guilt onto their parishioners. And thus, though the villagers continued to
believe in the same superstitions, the witch-hunting mania died away,
aided by a change in conditions generally. With the dawning of the eigh-
teenth century “an ancient world was disappearing.” The great demo-
graphic crises ended; the successive panics abated after 1750.164 Though
northern France remained throughout the eighteenth century, in the
words of Georges Lefebvre, “a land of poor people, despite its collective
strength,” 165 the rural population had now found new objects on which
to vent their grudges and their violence: the representatives of the central
government, in particular its tax collectors.

In every respect, an ancient world was disappearing. Henceforth the
roles of layman and clergyman within society were clearly defined. The
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necessities of their daily lives that saved them from despair during the
most trying times. Schematically, the village represented, in my view, a
kind of haven, an island refuge in a sea of danger and of sacred forces.

But from 1580 to 1680 or thereabouts, violence and the sacred
shifted from the outskirts of the Cambrésis village toward its center. The
traditional checks on violence were removed, largely through the rise of
the centralized state. Feelings of solidarity grew weaker at a time when
fears were multiplying. In their effort to bring morality to the rural
world, churchmen, in certain areas, broke down the old distinctions
between the sacred and the profane. The acculturated curate, who now
felt a sense of his own guilt, introduced a new kind of sacredness at the
very center of the village, by making something hallowed of the church
and his own person, by preaching a new sexual repression, by sowing
seeds of guilt among his parishioners, and by tracing for them horrible
images of eternal damnation. .

The rising tide of the sacred could wash more easily over the com-
munity now that feelings of solidarity had grown weaker and could no
longer inhibit its expansion, and now that the rich and powerful were
trying to safeguard their own interests by directing its flow toward the
poor, weak, and defenseless elements in the village. To put it schemati-
cally once again, the boundaries of the sacred had contracted toward the
heart of the community, the village square, which was now the focal
point of tensions and dangers (see Figure 2).

In a brilliant, incisive essay, whose only shortcoming is a lack of
sociological and chronological perspective, René Girard has proposed a
fascinating explanation of the interplay of violence and the sacred.}”?
“The aim of the religious,” he writes, ““is always to forestall violence,
to prevent it from breaking out. . ., t0 speak authoritatively to mankind
of what it must do and not do to avoid the return of destructive vio-
lence.’173 In cases where “the religious disintegrates through conflict,”
the community looks either for a scapegoat from among its members or a

Figure 2. Boundaries of the Sacred and Village Social Tensions

O village
— @ boundaries of the sacred
Y @

mid-sixteenth century mid-seventeenth century
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ritual victim chosen from outside. The internal victim represents for his
fellow citizens a kind of monster “doubling” for themselves, who is sacri-
ficed in an effort to “keep violence outside of the community. . . . The
entire community is saved from its own violence by the act of sacrifice.
... The sacrifice draws to the victim like a magnet all the fragments of
dissension which are scattered about, and it then dissipates them with the
offer of partial satisfaction . . . the sacrifice is a form of violence without
the threat of vengeance.”'7 This theory would certainly fit the witch
hunt in the Cambrésis, which took place at a time when the sacred
element was no longer in a state of equilibrium with other forces but was
pervading all of rural society. Perhaps a parallel may be found with the
tensions at work in Aztec society before the arrival of Cortez; the re-
sponse to Cortez was an increase in ritual sacrifices, but with external
victims. 75 Regardless of the laws concerning witchcraft, was not the real
motivation of the witnesses and judges basically their feeling of terror at
the proliferation of the sacred and of the criminal forms of violence that
threatened their property, their persons, or their families? Perhaps their
aggression against the witches played a necessary part in a “rite of fixity
... [designed to] perpetuate and reinforce a certain order in matters of
family, religion, etc.” Their merciless unanimity toward their victims
was dictated by this process of cultural stabilization and by their need
to wage all-out warfare against negativistic sentiments, which could be
“purified and excreted” only by means of the sacrificial ritual.1?® From
this point of view, the procession of witnesses, neighbors, and, occasion-
ally, relatives of the victim, appears to have fulfilled a need to affirm their
own orthodoxy by excluding the witch from the community and heaping
on her the onus of their own guilt.!?

A “desire for immobility, or fear of movement, which is characteris-
tic of all societies under pressure from the sacred™7® was clearly at work
in these witch-hunting villages. It may well be traceable to the increasing
social strains in the Cambrésis and to a new sense of guilt, especially in
sexual matters: “Sexuality is unclean because it is related to violence. . . .
Repressed sexuality opens the way to violence.’17? If this theoretical
relationship between violence and the sacred is applied to the Cambrésis,
the ritual character inherent in the executions of witches becomes clear.
The villagers were behaving very much as the French Catholics and Prot-
estants had done a century earlier, “ridding the community of dreaded
pollution,” while basing their actions upon “a store of punitive and
purificatory traditions current in sixteenth-century France.”1#0 The rea-
son for emphasis during the execution upon the deviant character of the
accused becomes clear: the highly detailed sentence listed the “crimes”
committed and the solemn act of penance demanded for them,!? and the
whole was read publicly before being put into effect. This sort of morbid
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would build a new cohesive social order on the ruins of the old one. On
this level, the “witches” appear to be the expression of a cultural and
socioeconomic situation in a state of flux.

But these deep social tensions—which may well have their roots in a
class struggle as yet unexpressed, undirected, and unconscious of itself—
must also be portrayed in the light of two other factors. First, the reli-
gious evolution in the Low Countries in general, and in the diocese of
Cambrai in particular, accounted for the fact that certain villagers had
been able to project their natural aggression onto the “witches”: the
religious and lay authorities had furnished the necessary frame of refer-
ence—a definition of witchcraft—and had incited these villagers to the
hunt by stressing their own culpability and the omnipresence of the devil
in the world. The local priests, who were a prey to the same newly
inspired guilt feelings, helped to spread this philosophy through the coun-
tryside. But the work of acculturation proceeded by fits and starts, and
the numerous sources of resistance it encountered explain why not all the
Cambrésis villages were caught up in the witch hunt. The priest’s role
was crucial. Even though he might never speak out against the witches,
his own disposition determined that of his parishioners. Thus, at the end
of the seventeenth century, the persecution stopped, when acculturation
had redched all, or almost all, of the rural priests, even though it had
spread unevenly throughout the countryside (evidence is the resurgence

of superstition in the rural population). The priest and his flock seemed -

to have reached a kind of modus vivendi. Moreover, the church and her
priests had new problems to deal with, and the villagers had new and
powerful enemies in the form of the king’s agents, whom they now
“sacrificed,” both in fact and, more often, in effigy, instead of the witches.
Violence and sacredness had been redefined: the church now represented
an island of the sacred at the heart of the village, while much of the
former power of superstition had been driven out to the margins of
village life.

Second, changes occurred in the economic and demographic struc-
tures, as they did again in the eighteenth century. Their evolution from
the end of the Middle Ages up to the sixteenth century had created the
conditions in which the witch-hunting epidemic’could break out in the
Cambrésis. Their alteration had shaken the whole network of relation-
ships of kinship and solidarity and had created in the peasantry a grow-
ing sense of insecurity in the face of a world that was, in actual fact, more
dangerous and more hostile than before. The history of these groups,
which reflected ties of family or mutual interest, remains to be written,
for the Cambrésis as well as for the rest of France. But the witch does not
seem to have been some kind of rebel from society. On the contrary, she
was the passive victim of a “process of fixity,” the butt of that *“desire for
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immobility, or fear of movement, which is characteristic of all societies
under pressure from the sacred.”1? Can we then see her as a point of
contact in a class warfare that she herself would never have perceived
or understood? Whatever the answer to that question, it is clear that
the villagers who condemned and burned her felt themselves to be in
danger, both economically and socially, and were testifying by this act to
a profound social conservatism. The danger was, of course, quite real:
criminality in seventeenth-century France posed a continual threat to
property, in the north at least. Elsewhere, the appearance of popular
uprisings suggests a deep social malaise. How else can we interpret the
“hatred, jealousy and rivalry among men” cited by Madeleine Foisil in
explanation of the revolts in Normandy in 1639, though she refuses to
acknowledge the existence of a *“class front”?191

I have tried to emphasize the character of the witch hunt as an index
of the far-reaching malaise in the society of the Cambrésis. Can the same
model be applied to other cultures and periods? The Peruvian Indians,
for example, in the sixteenth century, underwent a very profound process
of acculturation, involving cultural, political, economic, and social re-
orientation, and, once they had been acculturated, certain of their leaders
—the curaca—acted against the best interests of their subjects and chose
to ape their Spanish conquerors, with very serious consequences for the
whole society.192 Was the situation in Europe really very different? Was
the Cambrésis any exception? Pierre Goubert quotes the example of the
seventeenth-century cogs de village, who “went so far as to imitate . . .
their lords and masters.”193 Why not trace the history of such a rural
acculturation (and of urban areas as well)? A new field of research is
opened up to historians, for the epidemic of witch hunting in continental
Europe occurred just at the point of cleavage between two distinct rural
civilizations, that of the Middle Ages and that which began with the
eighteenth century. The origins of this cleavage do not lie solely in the rise
to power of a new hegemonic learned culture, which repressed a popu-
lar culture that is still largely a mystery to us.1?4 This phenomenon is
only surface froth, hiding important underlying demographic and socio-
economic changes: the intensified pursuit and seizure of wealth in Europe
by a small number of men and, in their wake, the emergence, on the rural
level, of many pale imitations, each of whom is trying to do the same
thing in a scramble for crumbs from the banquet table. Little wonder
that at the same time the modern state began to develop, for which the
Counter-Reformation prepared the ground, in France and elsewhere.1%%

The witch-hunting epidemic is by no means a pathological and iso-
lated phenomenon: rather, it is part of the process of collapse of struc-
tures (destructuration) that took place in the rural world during the
“European crisis” of 1560—1660.1% Like other phenomena of the same
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316 | Notes to Pages 22126

Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England (New York and Evanston, 1970), an excellent
work on the county of Essex; H, C. Erik Midelfort, Witch Hunting in Southwestern Ger-
many, 1562~1684: The Social and Intellectual Faundations (Stanford, 1972); Jeffrey B.
Russell, Witchcraft in the Middle Ages (Ithaca, 1972); Keith Thomas, Religion and the
Decline of Magic (New York, 1971); H. R. Trevor-Roper, “L’Epidémie de sorcellerie en
Europe aux XVI® et XVII* sidcles,” in De la Réforme aux Lumizres (Paris, 1972), pp.
133—236.

2 2. u?.rnnn Mandrou, Magistrats et sorciers en France au XVII® sidcle: Une analyse de
v&ﬁ&&o%t historique (Paris, 1968), brings up to date the conclusions of Etienne Del-
cambre for Lorraine in “Les procés de sorcellerie en Lorraine: Psychologie des juges,”
Revue d’histoire du Droit (Tijdschrift voor Rechtsgeschiedenis) 21 (1953): 389419,

3. Robert Muchembled, “Sorcellerie, culture populaire et christianisme au XVI siecle,
principalement en Flandre et en Artois,” in Annales E.S.C. 28 (1973): 264~84.

4. The concepts of acculturation and collapse of structures {destructuration) have
received historical application in a first-rate, pioncering study by Nathan Wachtel, La
vision des vaincus: Les Indiens du Pérou devant la conquéte espagnole, 1530~1 570180
(Paris, 1971). See my review in Revue du Nord, no. 217 (April-June 1973), pp. 175~78.

5. P. Villette, “La sorcellerie dans le Nord de la France du milieu du XVe sizcle a la fin
du XVII* siecle,” Mélanges de science religieuse 13 {1956): 39—62, 129—56, and 143; (also
published in Le Guetteur Wallon {July~Aug.-Sept. 1958]: 96~132); and, by the same
aathor, “La sorcellerie & Douai,” Mélanges de science religieuse 18 (1961): 123-73. A
bibliography of older works and of published source materials can be found in these two
articles by Villetts, as well as tables giving all the information available concerning the
names, place of trial, ages, and sentences of the accused, [ would be able to add only a very

little additional information. However, a study of parish archives such as they exist could .

not fail to tun up other victims (see Villette, “Sorcellerie dans le Nord,” P. 156). See also
Michelle Protin, “La sorcellerie en Flandre gallicante, 1581—1708" {Master’s thesis in
history, University of Lille, 1963), which essentially reworks, in four hundred pages, the
conclusions of Villette.

6. See the collection prepared under the direction of Louis Trénard, Histoire de Pays-
Bas frangais: Flandre, Artois, Hainaut, Boulonnais, Cambrésis: (Toulouse, 1972).

7. Louis Trénard, *“Un si2cle Héroique,” ch. 10 in ibid., p. 242 (following the conclu-
sions of Charles Verlinden).

8. Ibid., p. 243, and Charles Verlinden, “En Flandre sous Philippe 1I; Durée de la crise
économique,” Annales E.S.C. 7 (1952); 28—30.

9. Louis Trénard, “De ‘L'age d'or’ a la conquéte frangaise,” ch. 11 in Trénard, Histoire,
PP. 269~89; Henri Pirenne, Histoire de Belgique, 6 vols.; vals. 4 and 5 (Brussels, 1911 and
1920), particularly §:32, concerning the territories ceded in 1678,

10. Henri Platelle, “La vie des hommes i la fin du Moyen Age,” ch. 9 in Trénard,
Histaire, p. 202.

11. F. Van der Wee and E. Van Cauwenberghe, “Histoire agraire et finances publiques
en Flandre du XIV® au XV1I® sitcle,” Annales E.S.C. 29 (1973): 1059.

12. Trénard, “De ‘'age d'or,’ " in Trénard, Histoire, p. 307.

13. René Fruit, La croissance économique du pays de Saint-Amand (Nord), 1668~
1914 (Paris, 1963), p. 31. _

14. H. Neveux, “L’Expansion démographique dans un village du Cambrésis: Saint-
Hilaire (1450—1575),” Annales de démographie historique 1971 (Paris, 1972), p. 292.

15. A, Gamblin, cited by Trénard, Histoire, p. 7.

16. Trénard, chs. 10 and 11 in Trénard, Histoire, PP. 247, 255—56, 262, 274—~76;
Edouard de Moreau, Histoire de I'eglise en Belgique, 5 vols.; vol. 5, Eglise des Pays-Bas,
1559~1633 (Brussels, 1952); Alexandre Pasture, La restauration religieuse aux Pays-Bas

olique sous les Archiducs Albert et Isabelle, 1596~1633 (Louvain, 1 925).

17. Platelle, “La vie des hommes,” in Trénard, Histoire, p- 215,

18, Léon E. Halkin, La réforme en Belgique sous Charles Quint (Brussels, 19 57).

19. See Moreau, Histoire, 5:265f£. especially; Pasture, Restauration.

20. Pasture, Restauration, pp. 49~55; E. Brouette, “La sorcellerie dans le comté de
Namur au début de I'époque moderne, 1509~1646,” Annales de la Société archéologique
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de Namur 47 (1954): 359~420; Marie-Sylvie Dupont-Bouchat, who is currently at work
on a book concerning witchcraft in Luxemburg, is also the author of “La répression de
I'hérésie dans le Namurois au XVI* sizcle,” Annales de la société archéologique de Namur,
56 fasc. 2 (1972): 179~230.

21. See note 6.

22. It should be noted that Villette made no attempt at a statistical analysis of the
results of his research. These should thus be treated as raw data, often very incomplete, and
to be interpreted with caution. The author is not always accurate in his transcriptions or in
the citation of his sources. For example, the entry concerning Denise and Barbe Le Jay,
dated 5 June 1678 (“Sorcellerie dans le Nord,” P. 155; and “Sorcellerie 3 Douai,” p. 173),
should be changed to read 5 June 1575. Note also that Marie Maughet was executed on
28 August 1660 (ibid., p. 173; “Sorcellerie dans le Nord,” p. 154). Other minor errors have
been found in his references, but it would be too lengthy to reproduce them all here.

23. Trevor-Roper, “Epidémic de sorcellerie,” pp. 18 3~84 (p. 67 of the English edition,
The European Witch-Craze of the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries [Harmondsworth,
1969]).

24. Pasture, Restauration, p. 49.

25. Ibid,, p. s52.

26, E. W. Montet, “Patterns of Witchcraft in the Jura,” fournal of Social History s
(197 _”7 13, according to papers from Bavoux in the Archives Départementales of the
Doubs.

27. Ibid.; Midelfort, Witch Hunting; and Midelfort, “Witchcraft and Religion in
Sixteenth Century Germany: The Formation and Consequences of an Orthodoxy,” Archiv
fitr Reformationsgeschichte 62 (1971): 266—-78.

28. According to E. W. Monter, “men were less able than women to withstand tor-
ture”; he continues: “At Fribourg, where I could follow the use of torture case-by-case in
the prison registers or Thurnrodellen, 1 found that about half of the fifty men tortured for
witchcraft broke and confessed before the third round allowed by Imperial law, while only
about a third of the hundred women who underwent the same three rounds of torture with
the same instruments confessed” (personal letter dated 14 Jan. 1974). This observation has
bearing on one aspect of the problem, but it cannot explain the chronological variations in
the persecution of sorcerers and witches. It does, however, suggest a fascinating topic for
further research on the question why women could stand up more successfully to torture
than men. A historical examination of the psychological differences between the sexes
could shed some light on this problem. My thanks to E. W, Monter for this leter,

29. Monter, “Patterns,” pp. 15~16; Villette, “Sorcellerie dans le Nord,” pp. 151~52
(the Couplet family, for example).

30. Pietre Deyon, “A propos du paupérisme au milieu du XVII® sitcle: Peinture et
charité chrétienne,” Annales E.S.C. 22 (1967): 150,

31, Natalie Zemon Davis, “The Rites of Violence: Religious Riot in Sixtcenth-Century
France,” Past and Present, no. 59 (May 1973), p. 90.

32. On the topic of child witches, sec Villette, “Sorcellerie dans le Nord,” pp. 149 and
155. Many charges were brought against them, in the Hainaut, especially: in 1612, the lord
of Bouchain informed the court at Mons of the existence of numerous child witches, seven
to nine years old, operating in the area under his jurisdiction, and he asked permission to
put to death all those over cight years of age (Moreau, Histoire, §:368—69). Bouchain:
department of the Nord, arrondissement of Valenciennes, chef-lieu of the canton.

33. Macfarlane, Witchcraft, p. 251. In this rural area, however, only 108 out of 426
villages accounted for the 503 accusations documented by the author, or a maximum of 1 5
for one village over a thirty-five year period (ibid., pp. 29, 97).

34. Monter, “Patterns,” pp. 78, which compares with Essex. Nowhere in the Swiss
Jura were there more than twenty deaths during any two-year period.

3§. See note 22. Witchcraft fell under the jurisdiction of the aldermen (and, after 1 542,
of the ecclesiastical courts, if there were also suspicion of heresy), but jurisdictional
conflicts were frequent: see Moreau, Histoire, §:368, and Pasture, Restauration, pp. 49ff.
Wandignies-Hamage: Nord, arr. Douai, canton Marchiennes.

36. Sce Villette's two articles: the town of Douai registered thirty-two cases in the
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320 | Notes to Pages 250—57

84. A Lottin, Vie et mentalité d’un Lillois sous Louis X1V (Lille, 1962}, pp. 268—69.
Seclin: see note §6.

85. ADN, 7 G go6. Note that the term *“rural community” represents here only the
most wealthy and influential villagers (see note 138),

86. See note 25,

87. [ have been able to find no trace of a village with this name in the area, Could it be
a mistake for Carnitres (Nord, arr. Cambrai, chef-liese of the canton), east of Cambrai and
south of Rieux?

88. ADN, 4 G 205—-3048.

89, Dechy: Nord, arr. Douai, canton of Douai-Sud.

g90. ADN, 12 H s2. Saint-Amand: Nord, arr. Valenciennes, chef-lieu of the canton.

91. Monter, “‘Patterns,” p. 22, and Macfarlane’s highly successful Witcheraft, esp. pp.
94—99 and 147-207.

92. H. C. Erik Midelfort, “Witch Hunting and the Domino Theory,” Chapter 7 in this
volume,

93. Muchembled, “‘Sorcelleric,” pp. 272~74.

94. See notes 59 and 6o,

95. See Table 5.

96. Villette, “Sorcellerie & Douai,” p. £33. Lewarde: Nord, arr. Douai, canton Douai-
Sud.

97. Ibid,

98. ADN, 5 G 558(Pingret. Acrleux: Nord, arr. Douai, chef-lieu of the canton. Rumilly-
en-Cambrégis: Nord, arr. Cambrai, canton Marcoing. Saint-Souplet (see note 60). Saint-
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