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Recent historical studies of sixteenth-century Europe have
documented a ‘reform of popular culture’ in both Catholic and
Protestant areas. Peter Burke has described this reform movement
as the religiously motivated ‘efforts of the educated to change the
belief and behaviour of the rest of the population’.!

The errors of belief characteristic of the uncducated were summed
up in the recurrent phrase ‘ignorance and superstition’. Although
the definition of each of these terms varied along confessional lines,
‘ignorance’ usually referred to a lack of basic doctrinal informa-
tion, and ‘superstition’ always included the magical beliefs and prac-
tices common throughout Europe. Religious complaints about
behaviour focused on blasphemy and prohibited sexual behaviour.
A lamentable state of ignorance, superstition and immorality was
thus seen as characteristic of the people of Europe, especially (but
not only) those in rural areas.

To combat these problems, sixteenth-century church authorities
undertook broadly conceived programmes of catechetical instruc-
tion for the laity, seminary training for clergy and prosecution of
religious as well as moral offences in church courts. This campaign
was conducted under varied institutional forms, from Lutheran
parish visitations to the Calvinist consistories of Geneva and
Scotland, but its goals remained strikingly similar across Europe.?
Everywhere, educated religious elites felt the time had come to
eradicate popular errors, whether of belief or behaviour. In Counter
Reformation ltaly, it was the local offices of the Roman Inquisi-
tion which undertook a systematic campaign to suppress those
popular errors of belief categorised by theologians as superstitious.

‘Superstition’ was a common term of abuse in the religious
polemics of the sixteenth century, but Catholic and Protestant
reformers used it in very different ways. Calvin defined as
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superstitious the whole theory and practice of Roman religion, from
transubstantjation to saints' cults.? Although Catholics had finer,
more traditional lines to draw in deciding what was and was not
superstitious, the post-Tridentine church undertook a related effort
to eliminate those activities that went beyond the appropriate bound-
aries of religious observance. Catholic reform documents from
Giberti’s Constitutions to the decrees of the Council of Trent point
to the need to discourage excessive or unseemly behaviour in
religious contexts. To some extent these provisions reflected con-
cern for exaggerations of otherwise orthodox devotions, like the
desire for ‘fixed numbers of Masses and candles’ denounced at
Trent.* The definition by Martino of Arles, current in sixteenth-
century ltaly, of superstition as ‘superfluous and vain religion, pur-
sued in a defective manner and in wrong circumstances’, could
apply to obsessive religiosity, but also to magical practices current
among both peasants and urban people.’

Despite the arguments of Renaissance intellectuals for a ‘re-
formed and learned natural magic', mainstream theologians since
the Church Fathers had maintained that magical effects were
achieved only with the aid of the devil, and were necessarily
implicitly diabolical. It was because of this orthodox assumption
that magical powers derive only from a pact with the devil (whether
implicit or explicit), which in turn implied apostasy from the true
faith, that the Inquisition had acquired jurisdiction over cases
categorised as superstitious.®

In the climate of the post-Tridentine reform, the local offices of
the Roman Inquisition prosecuted such cases with increased fre-
quency. After an intensive period of heresy trials against Protestants
from the 1540s to the 1570s, magical and superstitious offences came
to constitute the major focus of late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-
century Inquisitorial activity.” This essay draws on the Inquisition
archives of Modena to consider the nature and character of these
magical beliefs and of the campaign against them in late sixteenth-
century Italy.

The verbatim trial records reveal a world in which magical
remedies were used to deal with the routine hazards of life, especially
illness and disease. The major categories of superstitious error prose-
cuted by the Inquisition were magical healing, love magic and
divination, with the largest number of cases directed against healers.
Divination techniques were used in a variety of situations, most
frequently to find lost and stolen objects, including buried treasure,
and to identify thieves. While none of these was specifically

89



Magical Healing

‘religious’ in aim, all used religious forms of intercession, espec-
ially appeals to the saints, in ways considered inappropriate by the
church. A common form of theft detection involved balancing a
sieve on a pair of scissors and saying, ‘by Saint Peter and Saint
Paul, tell me who has taken my money’; the sieve was expected
to rotate at the mention of the thiel’s name.? The people who per-
formed this tncanto del sedaccio believed that it worked through the
aid of the saints, but in the eyes of the Inquisition any procedure
lacking ecclesiastical approval could only function through the aid
of the devil. )

The following discussion focuses on trials for magical healing
and love magic, in an effort to identifly the particular character of
the Roman Inquisition's campaign against popular magical beliefs
and practices. It will be argued that the distinctive feature of that
campaign, in contrast to northern Europe where such campaigns
frequently escalated into full-scale witch hunts, was the modcra-
tion of its approach to magical criines. This moderation derived
from procedural restraints common to both Spanish and Roman
Inquisitions® but also from the categories used by the court to
describe such crimes. For despite the assumption that all such pro-
cedures implied a resort to diabolical assistance, in practice the court
distinguished clearly between implicit and explicit invocation of
demons, reserving its harshest penalties for the latter, less frequent
type of offence. The application of this distinction to the category
of ‘superstition’ permitted the Inquisition to deal with popular
magical practices as a serious but manageable problem for which
a restrained and comparatively lenient approach was most
appropriate.

In taking action against magical remedies, the church intended
to reassert its clerical monopoly on legitimate access to the super-
natural. Protestant reformers had rejected all efforts to influence
or manipulate supernatural forces for human benefit (except for
prayer), and stressed the need to accept given conditions as pro-
vidential.'®But Catholicism continued to offer a religion that was
remedial in very concrete ways. Spanish towns related to saints and
shrines on a contractual basis, offering vowed days of religious
attention in exchange for specific actions, from controlling insects
and weather to ending the plague.'! This collective level of devo-
tional life was supplemented in the Italian setting by a strong
emphasis on remedies to individual misfortunes, especially sickness
and possession. Since much illness was considered to be of maleficial
origin (that is, the result of witchcraft or diabolical malice) and
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even natural illness could be alleviated by spiritual intervention,
religious remedies were important tools for healing the sick. Refer-
red to as ‘ecclesiastical medicines’ by the Franciscan Girolamo
Menghi, the orthodox remedies of holy water, clerical blessings,
pilgrimages and exorcisms were to be employed against problems
of both nathiral and supernatural origin.'? The remedial functions
of orthodox Catholicism were not limited to shrines and saints, but
personified in clerics whose powers to bless and heal, with the aid
of God and the approval of the church, form a central theme of
ltalian exorcist writing in this period. Remedies were thus indis-
putably orthodox and belonged squarely within the functions of
religion.

In the eyes of the church, magical remedies not only competed
with clerical ones, but competed unfairly, for their format was
invariably syncretic, putting familiar Christian devices to purposes
not approved by the church.'® In a process that must be attributed
to the independent creativity of popular tradition, remedial formulac
and procedures were extrapolated from standard prayers and
liturgical observances, retaining the orthodox framework but replac-
ing the contents with requests and techniques judged inappropriate
and hence superstitious by theologians.!*Referred to by their users
as orationi (prayers), ricetti (recipes) and segreti (secrets), but called in-
cantations (incanti) by the court, the multiple sources of these for-
mulae in traditional oral culture are inaccessible to historians.'®
But the pious aspects of many segreti, their explicit invocation of
the saints, the use of masses, baptism, orthodox prayers and bless-
ed candles as ancillary techniques indicate that many magical
remedies developed as extensions of the remedial functions of
orthodox religion rather than from some wholly separate non-
Christian source.'®

Defendants tried for superstitious offences by the Inquisition
repeatedly asserted that they thought a given eratione was ‘a good
thing’, or a ‘matter of religion'. Much of the campaign against
popular magic thus consisted of educating people about what was
and was not within the bounds of appropriate religious interces-
sion. To this end, Inquisitorial edicts were read by parish priests
at Sunday mass, listing the possible forms of superstitious error in
fairly specific detail and requiring the listeners to denounce
offenders. An edict from Bologna reminded the faithful of their

obligation, under pain of reserved excommunication, to make
known to the Holy Office, all those persons whom they know,
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have known or will gain knowledge of, who perform or have per-
formed on their behalf incantations, acts of witchcralt (stregarie,
malificit) or sorccry (sortilegio) and magical or necromantic

experiments . . . especially with explicit or implicit invocation
of the demon."

Moreover, from the 1590s on, parish priests were required to ques-
tion people in confession about their knowledge of ‘matters per-
taining to the Holy Office’, such as heresy, superstition and
blasphemy. Absolution for sins was routinely withheld pending
denunciation to the Inquisition of one's own or one’s neighbours’
offences. Second- and third-hand testimony was accepted, but was
followed up by subscquent questioning of the persons who had been
heard to repeat first-hand information about such events. This coer-
cive mechanism of linking absolution for ordinary sins to informant
testimony generated hundreds of denunciations technically classified
as sponte comparantes missus a confessione, the majority of which were
always for blasphemy, and which clustered in Advent and Lent as
people prepared to receive communion at Easter or Christmas.

Both the reading of edicts and the participation of confessors in
producing thesec somewhat less than ‘spontaneous’ appearances led
to a striking increase in trials for magical and superstitious offences.
In Modena they rose from a high of eleven or twelve per decade
in the period between 1550 and 1589 to a total of 73 in the 1590s
alone. Taken by itself, this rise in prosecutions indicates that the
ecclesiastical bureaucracy’s new methods of searching out such cases
were effective, and that an issue that had previously been dealt with
only sporadically was now receiving sustained attention.'®

Magical healing

There is further evidence that this campaign succeeded not only
in the identification and trial of offenders, but in the prevention
of recourse to magical remedies as well. Testimony in many cases
reveals that healers known for curing a given condition began turn-
ing away potential clients with the explanation that their confessors
no longer wanted to absolve them when they did such things.'?
These refusals of service left the relatives of sick people desperate;
many offered to ‘take the sin upon themselves’ in order to induce
a reluctant healer to perform the traditional remedies for fevers and
childhood discases. The Inquisition was aware of the pressures on
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healers, and trials were conducted against those who procured such
services as well as against those who performed them. In one
Modenese case of 1599, a sick priest named Fra Girolamo Azzolini
promised absolution to a reluctant healer called by his family to
'sign’ his fever.?% Several healers alleged to the court that they had
received special permission (licenza di segnare) from their parish priests
to perform their cures; though not all of them could substantiate
these claims, a few of them did. The fact that 20 per cent of
Modenese trials for superstition between 1580 and 1600 were
directed against clerics is indicative of the Inquisitors’ determina-
tion to climinate this source of confusion for the laity.?!

There were educational functions performed by this campaign
against popular magic. Many of the people whose conscicnces were
pricked by an edict or a confessor’s reprimand seem to have been
genuinely unaware that the procedures in which they had par-
ticipated were considered illicit. In 1595 Donna Violante arrived
in court *asking forgivencss not once but a hundred times for hav-
ing erred’ by taking her child to a 60-ycar-old man, Antonio Cor-
eggi, who was known to heal hernias. Coreggi's testimony in the
case betrays no suspicion on his part that his cure, learned 50 years
before, was an objectionable one: 'I did not think such things were
bad, nor that they were sins. I I had thought they were bad, I would
have confessed them and stopped doing them.'?? Antonio’s heal-
ing ritual was to be performed at sunrise, either on the feast of St
John the Baptist or on Good Friday. It required splitting open a
nut tree, making a breach large enough for the child to be passed
through three times while a young boy read aloud from the Gospel
of St John.? The various edicts against superstition had thus suc-
ceeded only partially in Antonio’s case. He knew that superstition
was bad, but it remained simply a synonym for a generic concept
of sin as doing harm to others.2* He did not categorise his admit-
ted actions in the court’s terms, nor did the Inquisitor stop to in-
struct him on the meaning of this theological term. It was the coer-
cive setting of the trial itself which alerted him to the fact that his
sunrise healing, effective though it might have been, was ‘bad’ and
should be discontinued.

When asked ‘whether he believed that these things were done
with the aid of the demon’, Antonio responded: 'l never thought
that such things were done through the devil’s power but rather
through the power of God and I never invoked the name of the
demon.’ Although he was perceived by the court as a ‘good man
and well disposed towards telling the truth’, Antonio was nonethe-
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less found to be

lightly suspect of apostasy from God to the devil for having held
and believed that holy words, the most holy Gospel and holy
days . . . can be used for ends other than those instituted by
the Church.?

The traditional formula of ‘apostasy from God to the devil’ is
retained but there is no indication that the Inquisitors saw Antonio
as allied with the devil in any real sense; ‘lightly suspect’ was the
most mild of guilty verdicts. The central theme of this sentence is
not the technical theological one of the implicit diabolical pact, but
a jurisdictional concept of superstition as misappropriation of
ecclesiastical rites and symbols (similar to the definition by Martino
of Arles quoted above).

This tendency to treat popular remedies as superstitious in an
almost bureaucratic sense as the misuse by uneducated people of
functions properly reserved to the church characterises the Roman
Inquisition campaign against magical practices and causes it to differ
markedly from related campaigns elsewhere in Europe which placed
greater stress on the diabolical nature of popular magic.?
Antonio’s penance, for example, consisted of confession and com-
munion four times a year (including Easter and the feast of St John
the Baptist, ‘the days on which you performed these superstitions’)
and recitation of the Rosary every Friday for a year; a simple set
of orthodox observances was considered sufficient atonement for
a superstitious healing career.

This was a light penalty; most sentences for superstitious heal-
ing included the public humiliation of standing in front of church
during Sunday mass with a lighted candle and a sign describing
one's offence. Antonio’s case was somewhat different (but not
drastically so) from the norm, in part because of his gender. The
overwhelming majority of people tried for magical healing in
Modena were women who knew how to ‘sign’ specific illnesses,
especially fevers and childhood diseases. Common procedures
included making the sign of the Cross (hence the term ‘signing’)
over a sick person, sometimes accompanied by other prayers or for-
mulae and by natural remedies (such as baths and herbal
treatments); in return the patient’s family would offer food or small
sums of money. Healers were often poor, older women, whose cures
take on the aspect of disguised begging in many cases; some of them
pleaded economic necessity asa mitigating circumstance at their trials.
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Although others stressed the contrary, that they had cured people
for ‘the love of God' and ‘had never taken anything for it’, small
gifts especially of food were the normal acknowledgement of this
service,?’

Depositions by witnesses indicate that relationships between
healers and their clients could be tense, marked by fear and
apprehension. Indeed, Antonio Coreggi was among the few whose
accuser had no complaints about his services but was motivated
solely by her belated perception of the unorthodoxy of his methods.
Many healers were denounced to the Inquisition by their former
clients, especially after an unsuccessful cure like that performed by
Diamgnte de Bisa on a sick two-year-old girl in 1599. The child’s
widowed mother, Ludovica Venterino, was clearly traumatised by
watching this ‘big, old and ugly woman’ bathe her child first in
water and then in ashes.

I gave her seven bolognini because she asked me for them, and
I also gave her a lunch of bread and onions . . . but she ate alone.
For mysell I would not have eaten in her company, because |
was frightened just looking at her.?®

Although Diamgnte assured the mother that she had performed the
healing procedure many times before, she acted in a secretive and
even menacing manner. One witness, Alfonso Cappini, testified
that she had warned Ludovica

to take care that she said nothing to anyone outside in the street,
for she [Diamﬁnte] would know everything that was said, even
that which threatened from a distance. And after she had left,
that child died in a brief span of time two hours later. . . . It
still frightens me because she was hideous to look at, really a
witch’s face, a diabolical woman.

Diampgate was thus denounced to the Inquisition for ‘having
destroyed (guasta] and killed a child’ through witchcraft. Failed cures
often resulted in such charges even against healers with solid reputa-
tions and loyal clients; in Modena, accusations of maleficium were
invariably against healers and bear a certain resemblance to
malpractice suits.

But the response of the court to these charges is an instructive
one, for the Dominican Inquisitor, Giovanni di Montefalcono,
resisted the perception of Diamppte as a strega which was put forward
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by the bereaved family. He conducted the trial in a manner that
turned up other opinions about her and shed concrete light on her
suspiciously secretive behaviour. It emerged during Diamgnte’s own
interrogation that her confessor had urged her to stop performing
her ‘superstitious medications’. Her fear that he would learn she
was still doing them when requested accounted for her attempts
to keep the participants quiet with mingled threats and hints about
supranormal perceptual abilities. Furthermore, the Inquisitor con-
sidered the possibility that the cure had been a natural one and did
not accept the automatic correlation between Diamgnte’s procedure
and the child’s subscquent death, Finally, he commissioned the local
priest to inform himsclf about Diamgnte and her reputation in the
village.?” Don Santus di Zanctis himself had a good opinion of
Dianxmc, but was swayed by the rumours that now reached him.

In the past I never heard anything bad about this Diamgnte,
but once Your Reverence charged me fificen days ago with
gathering inforination . . . I learned that the said Diamante is
called by the nickname la strega . . . and that she undertakes to
heal children who have been bewitched.

But Diamgnte had defenders as well. The person who had known
her longest, her comadre (co-godmother) Julia, testified favourably
to her abilities as a midwife and a healer. Diamante herself told
the court:

My career is that of spinning, weaving and sewing, wearing
myself out to make a living. I am a poor woman and possess
nothing in this world . . . I have made a profession of signing
certain sicknesses such as rosapilla [measles?] worms and the ill-
nesses of little children. Nor do I know how to perform incanta-
tions, superstitions or any sort of witchcraft.

She recounted numerous successful cures so that the sum of her
testitnony made the case of Ludovica’s child seem exceptional.

The court resisted her accusers’ charge of witchcraft, but
Diamante’s testimony about her healing methods placed her firmly
in the category of ‘superstitious healer’. She was asked to 'explain
the methods she uses to sign these sicknesses, the words she speaks
and the objects she uses’. Her lengthy replies describe cures which
used ointments and herbs along with the sign of the cross; the court
was most interested in her cure for worms.
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For the sickness of worms, I say these words without using any
objects: ‘On Holy Monday, Holy Tuesday, Holy Wednesday,
Holy Thursday, Holy Friday, Holy Saturday, Easter Sunday,
the worm dies and decays.” Then I make the sign of the cross
over them.

The *vain observance of times and days’ implicit in these methods
fit standard concepts of superstition; it was on these methods, freely
admitted by the defendant, that the interrogation focused, not on
the circumstantial evidence linking her to a child’s death. She was
guilty in the eyes of the court, but of performing ‘superstitious
medications,’ not of maleficium. The vocabulary of witchcralt (striga,
malefica, guastare) is introduced in this trial only by witnesses and
is passed over by the court, which uses instead the vocabulary of
‘superstition’. Diam@nte received a standard penance of standing
in front of the parish church during Sunday mass, fasting on bread
and water on vigils of the Virgin's feastdays and reciting weekly
rosaries for a year.’0 It is a harsher sentence than Antonio’s but
for an accusation of murder by witchcraft in 1599 it is striking in
its moderation.

Moreover this moderation was maintained in the face of pressures
for stricter treatment of witches from the population at large. Many
denunciations for maleficium were never pursued by the Modenese
court despite the intensity of feeling conveyed by those who saw
themselves as victims of such acts. In 1579 a woman named Pasqua
denounced the healer who had failed to prevent the deaths of her
two infants in insistent, decided language: ‘I hope Your Reverences
will see to this matter for this Maria is held to be a witch [siria)
by the entire Villa di Fre.'?! Although there is a clear malpractice
aspect to this denunciation, much of the evidence cited against
Maria Mariani by a parade of witnesses focused on her well-known
and varied healing abilities, of which she herself had frequently
boasted. A former client justified the admissability of such evidence
by citing a local proverb: ‘it is commonly said that those who know
how to heal also know how to harm’.3

This perception that the power to heal, especially the power to
heal the bewitched (maleficati, affaturati or guasti), implied the oppo-
site power to harm was a standard facet of learned and popular witch
beliefs alike. The theological category of maleficia ad sanandum (heal-
ing by means of witchcraft) succinctly expresses the same ambiv-
alence, which was, moreover, theoretically required by the implicitly
diabolical nature of any magical cure. All this makes the restraint
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exhibited by the Inquisition even more striking. The cases of Maria
Mariani and others like her never even came to trial, despite popular
demand, while people like Diamante and Antonio were punished
less severely than habitual blasphemers.?

Incanti ad amorem: Love magic

The most extreme penalties handed out by the Modenese Inquisi-
tion are to be found not in trials against healers accused of maleficium,
but in the functionally distinct sphere of love magic. Notwith-
standing the difference between causing harm and inducing affec-
tion, historians have tended to include these cases in studies of witch
trials.3* This practice has been questioned by one recent scholar;
calling for closer attention to the specific acts attributed to and the
social roles occupied by persons accused of witchcraft, Richard
Horscly has argued that since love magic had a ‘good end’ it should
not be dealt with as cquivalent to harm done by maleficium.

Yct the theologians did exactly that. No distinction between
‘good’ and ‘bad’ magic cxisted in the cyes of the church, for its
concerns focused on the means employed, not on the moral status
of the end pursued in any magical act. Officially classified as maleficia
ad amerem, techniques designed to induce passion in another per-
son were particularly objectionable to theological opinion. For in
addition to their implicitly (when not explicitly) diabolical source,
the express goal of love charms wag coercion to sin through the
subversion of free will. Interrogations in these trials centred on the
question of whether the defendant believed that the devil could force
man’s will into sin. Counter Reformation theology was particularly
sensitive to attacks on free will associated with predestinarian Pro-
testantism, and was determined to maintain the sinner’s respon-
sibility for his own sins.

Paradoxically, this confessional polemic undermined assumptions
of the diabolical efficacy of love magic. The abjuration written for
Moranda da Fanano, denounced for incantations and furfanterie in
1600, illustrates this point:

1 swear that I believe with my heart and confess with my mouth
that the demon cannot force the will and free choice [volonta ¢
libero arbitrio] of man to do evil, and consequently I abjure and
detest that heresy which says and holds the opposite, of which
I have been judged lightly suspect for the superstitions and
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diabolical experiments performed and taught by me to give pas-
sion to others.

In effect, Moranda's trial for the superstitious use ol love charms
turned into a trial for the heretical denial of free will implicit in
her actions. Inquisitors in the field, starved for the hard theological
issues in which they had been schooled, thus exercised their abilities
by detecting the finer heretical implications of what were essentially
predoctrinal popular crrors.* The persons tried on charges of love
magic were guilty of various things, from heretical opinions on the
freedom of the will to ‘apostasy from Christ to the devil’ for believing
that their implicitly diabolical spells would work, but they were not,
in the theologians’ cyes, able to do what they attempted and wanted
to do. By asserting the impossibility that such incantations could
cause a person to sin against his will, even with the aid of the devil,
the church effectively assumed a sceptical attitude about the reality
and cllicacy of love magic.”®

Popular belief did not reach this sophisticated theological level.
While sceptics do turn up in the trial records, they were often dis-
appointed uscrs of love charms whose disillusion with the results
of their experiments followed an initial credulity.’® Many of the
‘spontaneous denunciations sent from confession’ were made by
people who had requested that some love charm be performed on
their behall; they were required to denounce themselves as well as
the person who had assisted them. Providers of these services often
claimed economic motivation and denied that they in fact believed
in what they were doing, but since the Inquisition was concerned
above all with the issue of belief, their testimony was clearly sell-
serving and may not reflect their real attitudes.*®

Depositions by and about victims of love magic represent the
clearest evidence of a general assumption that such procedures were
efficacious. The socially inappropriate love affairs in which these
people were involved were routinely perceived as the consequence
of maleficia ad amorem. From the point of view of the relatives and
friends of the socially superior individual, for whom such a
misalliance defied fundamental principles of social hierarchy, this
hypothesis served a crucial explanatory function. For those of lower
status, love charms conversely held out hopes of a sudden (indeed
magical) transformation of their circumstances. Most of the people
accused of using such charms in sixteenth-century Modena were
women; upper-crust names figure prominently in the lists of men
magically pursued by their amorously ambitious inferiors.*!
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Camilla Baclara was denounced in 1553 for ‘having wanted to give
a certain drink as a love potion to one of the Grillenzoni, but her
mother scolded her and she didn’t do it'. She was more successful
with the son of another powerful local family, Giovanni Battista
de Capelli, to whom she gave a drink containing magically prepared
nutmeg (noce moscato), considered a powerful aphrodisiac. Her
accuser testified about its effects:

Giovanni Battista can find no rest without this woman, so that
coming at night from the villa, he did crazy things out of his
ardent desire for her. Returning to the villa he became sick, with
a rash on his hands and face, and a fever too. But as soon as
he was with her again he got better.*?

Giovanni's symptoms were interpreted for him by a woman of his
own social level, the ‘gentlewoman Donna Francesca, wife of
Dominus Hieronimus de Rubigis,” who reported Camilla to the
Inquisition as a malefica. The blinded victim was not held respon-
sible for his condition by public opinion, nor could he be expected
to understand its cause as well as his relatives and friends.

"Theologians might deny the possibility of coercion to passion,
but ordinary clerics were not immune to the general belief in the
efficacy of love magic. The Guardian of the Observant Franciscan
convent of Santa Margarita, Fra Francesco Calais, appeared before
the Modenese Inquisitor in 1599 to demand prosecution of a woman
whom he blamed for the seduction of a friar.

Finding myself in a great turmoil because of a priest of my order,
Fra Costanzo di Sacriguano, 1 was told by Fra Gasparo da Car-
po . . . how Fra Costanzo had apostasised against his will and
was forced to throw off his habit. The wretched creature is staying
in this neighbourhood, for he was bewitched by a prostitute called
la Buratinazza . . . who makes him come to her by force.*’

Like the accusation against Camilla, this case never came to trial,
despite the Franciscan spiritual director’s urgent plea. Bewitchment
provided a face-saving interpretation of the inconstant Fra
Costanzo’s scandalous behaviour but it was precisely the inference
that he had done all this against his will that was theologically unac-
ceptable to the Inquisitors. The accusations of love magic most likely
to result in a full-scale trial were not those which inferred magical
scheming from symptoms like those experienced by these men,
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but rather those in which testimony about actual use of spells and
charms was produced. And when such trials were undertaken, the
cast of characters in Fra Francesco’s deposition, a prostitute and
a priest, figured prominently.

For the specialists in the field of love magic were prostitutes who
used a wide array of procedures to attract and hold clients or lovers.
They were usually younger, lower-class urban women, clearly
distinct as a social group from the village healers whose rural poverty
and age fit the traditional witch image more closely. Drawing on
Fernando de Rojas's famous literary depiction of the magically adept
urban prostitute, the Spanish historian Caro Baroja refers to such
women as ‘Celestina type witches’.** While they were technically
considered maleficae because they performed maleficia ad amorem,
depositions tended to describe these women as ‘knowing how to
perform incantations’ and other furfanterie (roguery or rascally
actions) rather than in the popular vocabulary of witchcraft (striga,
guastare, etc.) used to denounce healers. While the two types of
magical practitioners represent different social groups, the distinc-
tion between them should not be overdrawn; a prostitute's incantt
ad amorem could be referred to as strigarie and some of these women
knew a broad range of magical remedies, including techniques for
healing and divination.*

Trials for love magic had occurred sporadically throughout the
late sixteenth century, but their number increased significantly in
the 1590s and dramatically after 1598. In that year, the Este Duke
was forced by papal military pressure to withdraw from Ferrara
to Modena, traditionally the second city of his duchy. As the court
and army established themselves in Modena, the new capital at-
tracted donne di mala vita from Bologna, Venice and Milan as well
as from Ferrara. The Inquisition did not concern itself with the pro-
fessional status or moral failings of such women, but only with their
knowledge of magical spells and charms. Since many of them lived
in the same neighbourhood and knew one another, they frequently
shared secret formulae among themselves or with others, sometimes
for money. Thus a denunciation against one woman could quickly
implicate several others, leading to a group trial like that against
Margarita Chiappona and seven other women in 1593 and 1594.4

The eight prostitutes tried in 1593-4 knew scores of devices to
induce passion in another person. Many of their love charms called
on the saints, including San Daniello and Santa Elena, but also
on the Holy Spirit, and required the use of blessed candles or other
religious apparatus in order to work. The oratione di Santa Marla,
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confiscated from Margarita Chiappona, was ‘to be said kneeling
and fasting for nine mornings with nine Pater Nosters, nine Ave
Marias, to the praise and reverence of Santa Marta that she might
fulfil what is asked of her’. This prayer makes its requests in highly
vivid and physical language.

O Blessed Martha, for love of me go to that wood where Our
Lord Jesus Christ baptised with his twelve Apostles. . . . Cut
three branches of fire and flame and for love of me send them
to the heart of N.N. Send them through the veins of the heart,
of the head, of the lungs, through the marrow of the bones, the
flesh of the legs, with such love that it beats and scourges, so
that for my love he should suffer incessantly. . . . For love of
me, take away from him drink, food, sleep, power that he might
not go or stay, nor ride nor drive nor walk, nor have relations
with any woman, until he should conie to me to satisfy all my
desire and do all that which I will ask of him.¥?

Such a ‘prayer’ was clearly superstitious in theological terms, since
it employed an orthodox, novena-like format to invoke the aid of
a saint for the inappropriate goal of leading someonc into a sinful
relationship against his own free will. Moranda da Fanano's
abjuration states the orthodox position: ‘the saints.should not be
invoked for the purpose of helping and giving strength to commit
sins'. 48

Assistance was also sought closer to home from priests, whose
ritual expertise was central to a variety of love charms. Some of
these operated without the priests’ knowledge, as people hid objects
or picces of paper containing magical formulae (brevi) under the
altar cloth so that masses would be recited over them. Another com-
mon procedure required taking a shoelace (stringa) belonging to the
desired person to mass; when the priest turned towards the con-
gregation to say ‘Dominus vobiscum’, a knot was to be tied in the
shoelace while saying: ‘I am not tying you, stringa, but the heart
of you, N.N., so that you can go to no one but me.’* This and
similar covert activities attempted to draw on the liturgical power
of the mass by reciting formulae that substituted for the priest’s
own words, diverting their efficacy to magical ends.

Even more alarming to the church hierarchy was the active in-
volvement of priests in the application of orthodox ceremonies to
superstitious purposes. Inquisition trials document the fact that,
unlike the capellano of San Pietro who turned in Antonia Vignola's
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handwritten prayer to the Inquisition, some priests agreed to per-
form masses over magical objects, while others participated in bap-
tisms with similar goals. Camilla Baclara’s accusers alleged in 1533
that with the aid of a more co-operative pricst, she had managed
to have 15 masses said over the noce moscato used in preparing the
potion she gave to Giovanni Batista de Capelli.®® The baptisms
were usually reserved for magnets, since it was popularly believed
that a magnet (calamita biancha) baptised with a given person’s name
would have the power to draw that person irresistibly to the
possessor of the magnet. Antonia Vignola possessed a ring con-
taining such a calamita; unsure whether to consider the magnet’s
alleged attractive propertics as natural or magical, the court sum-
moned an expert witness, the goldsmith Magister Pompeo Travis,
to testify on the matter, ,

I:  Whether he knows if the stonc vernacularly called calamita

can be put to use to perform acts of maleficium.

R: It is commonly held [per publica fama] that calamita biancha

can be used for amatory incantations by touching a person’s skin

with the inagnet. However, calamita does not have this power

unless it is baptised or enchanted lincantatal by holy things.”!

t

As a result of this belief, priests were sought after to perform clearly
unorthodox baptismal ceremonies for these objects, complete with
godparents, holy oils and ritual vestments. In several cases, priests
undertook this procedure on their own initiative, with the intent
to use the magnets for their private amorous pursuits. Indeed, the
case of Fra Costanzo is something of an exception; more priests
turn up in the trial records as users of love magic than as its
victims.??

Although clerical defendants knew their magical activities were
illicit, lay defendants commonly asserted, like Antonia Vignola in
1564, that their spells and charms, having love as their goal, were
‘good things’. But this defence was undermined by the very nature
of the enterprise. Love magic aimed at power and control over
another person’s feelings and actions; to that end it threatened sym-
bolic and physical distress. The oratione di Santa Marta, for example,
asked that its victim should ‘suffer incessantly’ and be deprived of
‘drink, food, sleep, power’ until he complied with the desires of
the incantatrice. 1t is not surprising that persons who suspected
themselves to be objects of attempted spells should experience
extreme physical symptoms like those reported in the case of
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Conclusion

The comparatively mild character of witch trials in Italy has been
commented upon by observers from the sixteenth century to the
present. In his sceptical treatment of witch beliefs, De praestigiis
daemonum (1566), Johann Weyer noted the Bolognese practice of
whipping and exiling witches rather than executing them as an
example of a more enlightened approach than that prevailing in

- northern Europe. Contemporaries were also aware that this relative

leniency was associated with the Inquisition. Paolo Sarpi recorded
the Venctian Grand Council's order that maleficial witchcraft *be
punished by the magistrates, because the ecclesiastical penalties are
insufficient chastisement for such great wickedness'.5? Henry
Charles Lea and others have since singled out the Instructio pro for-
mandis processibus in causis strigum, sortilegiorum et maleficiorum (Instruc-
tions for trying cases against wilches, sorcerers and those who perform
maleficia), drawn up by the Holy Office in Rome and circulated
in manuscript form from the 1620s on, as a crucial document in
the seventeenth-century effort to curb the murderous excesses of
witch trials by procedural reform %

However, John Tedeschi has recently argued that this view
incorrectly presents the Instructio as a radical innovation. Rather,
he states, the ‘Instructio, by and large, was not enunciating new legal
doctrines . . . but restating longstanding Roman theory and prac-
tice’.5* The evidence presented here from Modenese trial records
of the late sixteenth century clearly supports Tedeschi’s argument
that the moderating procedural recommendations associated with
the Instructio were standard practice in the local offices of the Roman
Inquisition well before 1620.

A passage in the Instructio frequently pointed out as a crucial
innovation warns judges that

when a woman is convicted of or confesses to having performed
incantations or maleficia in order to heal or for any other pur-
pose, it does not however necessarily follow that she is a formal
witch, since the sorcery [sortilegio] can be performed without for-
mal apostasy to the Demon %

Modecnese trials in the 1590s against persons using magical remedies
clearly conform to this model, for they do not treat the accused as

formally allied with demons, except in those cases where explicit

invocation of the demon is in fact present, usually in the love charms
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of prostitutes, but also in a few cases of learned magic against literate
men.% Moreover, the most extreme penalty exacted in these trials
(whipping and exile) is a moderate one by contemporary European
standards.

The fourteenth- and [ifteenth-century fusion of concepts of
magic, diabolism and heresy into the erimen exceptum of witcheraft
was at least partially unravelled in these sixteenth-century Italian
trials, as the category of ‘superstition’ was separated out and became
the dominant theme in the Catholic campaign against popular
magic.?” Even the cfficacy of invoking demons was questioned by
Inquisitors and theologians committed to the doctrine of free will,
so that persons who did address themselves to the devil were pro-
secuted for their intent, not for having achicved their goals with
his aid. In Eugenia Claveria’s abjuration before her exile in 1559,
she accepted the court's recommendation that she 'leave off these
superstitions through which God is offended; nor do you obtain
through such evil mcans what you desire’.% This essentially scep-
tical attitude towards the cfficacy of demonical assistance separates
the Italian trials on epistemological grounds from the contemporary
witch trials in northern Europe. The distinctive moderation of the
Catholic approach to the repression of magical beliefs stems from
its de-emphasis of the diabolical source of magical effects, and its
treatment of such beliefs in a quasi-sceptical way as characteristic
of simple and uneducated people, to whom the church simul-
taneously offered a wide assortment of orthodox, ecclesiastically
administered remedies for the religious reliel of everyday misfortune.
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