
3

F o u r  H u n d r e d  Y e a rs  L a te r :

A n  A p p r e c ia t io n  o f  J o h a n n  W e y e r

JOHN MARTIN, M.D.

. . and if she will not, let him order 
the officers to bind her with cords, and 
apply to her some engine of torture." 
(1, Part III, Question XIV)

T he  R enaissance: a re-b irth , a renew al, 
a n ew  beg inn ing . The w o rd  calls to  m in d  im ages of those  
golden  cen tu ries (approx im ately  1300-1600) in  W estern  E urope 
w h en  n ew  ideas, n e w  energy , n ew  discoveries, n ew  h o p e  for 
the  h u m an  condition  w ere  sp ring ing  u p  in  every  area of m a n 's  
efforts. It w as a tim e of g rea t litera tu re , u n p rec e d e n te d  
p rogress in  the  m edical a rts , d a rin g  nav iga tion  a n d  explora­
tion, original scientific inqu iry , a n d  a tim e w h e n  m an y  coura­
geous m en  d ared  to q uestion  o ld  au th o rity  an d  to  b reak  open ly  
w ith  old trad itions. It w as the  tim e of such  historically  g rea t 
nam es as A lbertus M agnus, A rno ld  of V illanova, E rasm us, 
L u ther, Jean Fernel, M on ta igne , F rascatorius, S hakespeare , 
an d  the  g rea t ana tom ists  of the  school in  P adua . It w as th e  tim e 
of g rea t a rtists  a n d  th e ir con tem poraries , such  as L eonardo , 
Titian, a n d  M ichelangelo. The p rin tin g  p ress  even tua lly  al­
low ed  the  rap id  an d  w id esp read  availability  of these  n e w  an d  
stim ulating  ideas. The discoveries of the  English , S pan ish , an d  
Portuguese  explorers a d d e d  n e w  y east to  all th is  ferm en t. W e 
have reason  to th in k  of it as b a th e d  in  a g o lden  light.

But the  R enaissance, as every  h isto rian  know s, h a d  its dark  
an d  ugly  side. The g rea t m ass of m en  a n d  w o m en  d id  n o t share  
the  glories of the  age, b u t rem ain ed  slaves to  th e  oppressive  
social cond itions carried  over from  the  M iddle  A ges. W ars
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co n tinuously  u se d  u p  th e  resources of na tions. The devasta tion  
of such  ca tas tro p h es as th e  bubonic  p lague  of 1348-1350, for 
exam ple, a n d  th e  ap p earan ce  of syphilis in  1492-1493, is 
difficult for m o d ern  m an  to realize. E ducation , san ita tion , 
p ro p e r  n u tritio n , in  fact, th e  basic essen tia ls for norm al h u m an  
life w ere  lacking for the  average person . A long w ith  th is w as 
the  carry-over of the  su p ers titio n s  a n d  parano ias of the  p rev i­
ous da rk  cen tu ries , an d  especially  oppressive  w ere  the  d e ­
m an d s  a n d  th rea ts  of th e  C hurch . The C hurch  w as no t, to  the 
p e a sa n t m asses, a p illar of h o p e  or help ; ra th e r, it w as 
so m eth in g  to  be obeyed  w ith  fear, an d  lives w ere  lived ou t 
u n d e r  the  b u rd e n s  of toil a n d  hope lessness . It is sm all w o n d e r 
th a t s trange  p h e n o m e n a  ap p e are d  an d  flou rished  a long  w ith  
the  w in d s  of change in  the  a rts  a n d  sciences. The Four 
H o rsem en  of th e  A pocalypse  rode  the  skies of E urope, as if to 
verify  th e  m yste rious  Book of R evelation.

The m ad n ess  of th e  C ru sad es  h a d  a t last passed . But in  the 
tw elfth  a n d  th ir te e n th  cen tu ries  such  opp o sin g  sects as the 
A lbigenses a n d  the  W aldenses a ro u sed  the  C hurch  to  in ­
creased  vigilance, a n d  in  1227 the  Inquisition , u n d e r  the 
d irec tion  of th e  D om inican  o rder, w as in stitu ted  as a p e rm a­
n e n t cou rt to  su p p re ss  h e resy  a n d  persecu te  Jew s. F u rther 
deve lo p ed  a n d  reo rg an ized  u n d e r  F erd in an d  a n d  Isabella in 
Spain , it even tua lly  becam e essentia lly  a S tate tribunal, and  
w as n o t officially abo lished  u n til 1834. M ass m anias of various 
ty p es  d id  sp rin g  u p  from  tim e to  tim e all over E urope, such  as 
th e  hysterics of th e  St. V itus D ance an d  the  w an d e rin g  Flagel­
lan tes, a long  w ith  th a t age-old  practice of w itchcraft, all the 
o ffspring  of ignorance, su p ers titio n , a n d  fear of the  su p e rn a t­
ural. W itchcraft, a so rt of gam ble for the  su p p o sed  p rom ises of 
the  Devil, w itch  h u n ts , a n d  the  w holesale  executions of w itches 
an d  here tics o rd e red  by  C hurch  a n d  State engu lfed  Europe. 
H ow  could  such  cond itions exist for the  vast m ajority  of the 
citizenry , m ired  in  po v erty  a n d  ignorance, a long  w ith  the  great 
advances w h ich  w e k now  as the  R enaissance? Paradox indeed , 
an d  one  th a t h as  n ev er been  fully explained .
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It is n o t the  p u rp o se  h e re  to  rev iew  in  full the  h isto ry  of 
w itchcraft, for it is a w ell k n o w n  a n d  pa in fu l scar on  th e  h u m an  
record. P re sen ted  he re  is on ly  a brief b ackd rop  for one  im p o r­
tan t gain  in  the  a rt an d  science of m edic ine  w h ich  resu lted  from  
the in sane  cruelties of the  Inqu isition . N o d o u b t m an y  u n re ­
corded  op in ions of m edical m en , as w ell as th o u g h tfu l pe rso n s 
in  o th er endeavo rs, voiced d en u n c ia tio n  of w itchcraft, w itch  
h u n ts , an d  every th ing  associated  w ith  re la ted  practices, b u t  the  
p ressu re  of the  C hurch , ho ld in g  u p  the  w ell-know n th rea ts  of 
b o th  the  O ld  an d  the  N ew  T estam en ts, m ade  the  genera l 
p opu la tion  cow er a n d  give a t least lip  service to  the  actualities 
of the  p o w er of the  Devil an d  h is d em o n s over a m ere  h u m an  
being. " T hou  shalt n o t suffer a w itch  to  live" (Exodus, 22:10) 
becam e the  rally ing  cry for the  D om inican  inqu isito rs  w h o  
sp read  o u t over E urope to  sniff o u t heretics a n d  w itches, 
alm ost alw ays w o m en  an d  girls. W as the  concen tra tion  on  the  
fem inine sex an  expression  of th e  u n e a sy  sexuality  of the  
m onom aniacal clerical inquisitors?  W as th e  h u n t  a release  from  
their ow n  p a in fu l celibacy? This m isogynous m ania , the  p a th  of 
w hich  w as m arked  by  b lood  an d  sm o u ld erin g  h u m a n  ashes, 
sp read  like a p lague  in  its ow n  rig h t all over W estern  E urope. 
It w as n o t as th o ro u g h ly  p ressed  in  Spain  a n d  Italy  as it w as in  
G erm any, the  L ow lands, a n d  especially  in  France. It h as  been  
rep o rted  th a t in  the  late s ix teen th  cen tu ry  m ore  th a n  900 
w om en  w ere  b u rn e d  at the  stake as w itches in  France alone, 
m ainly  in  the  p rov ince of Lorraine. Ju lius C aesar, an  experi­
enced  observer, cen tu ries p rev iously  h a d  rem ark ed  th a t of all 
the  peop les he  h a d  e n co u n te red  the  G auls w ere  th e  m ost 
superstitious, w arlike, a n d  cruel. B ritain, too , sh a red  the  
sham e of th is d a rk  ep isode  in  h isto ry . H e n ry  VIII, E lizabeth  I, 
an d  Jam es I w ere  all believers in  the  p resence  of w itches an d  
dem ons a n d  th e ir contro l by  Satan. A n d  w e can recall w ith  
sham e th a t in  o u r  ow n  M assachusetts , in  Salem  Village, in  
1692, 1693, a n d  1694 w itch  h u n ts  sw ep t th ro u g h  the  com m u­
nity  w ith  a brief b u t m u rd e ro u s  effect. A s m an y  as five w itches 
m ight be executed  in  one  day , the  village popu lace  tu rn in g  o u t 
to w atch  th e  spectacle as a t an y  village fete. H an g in g  or
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d ro w n in g  w ere  th e  favorite  m eth o d s  of execution, b u t "p re ss ­
ing" to d e a th  w ith  stones w as also favored. W hether or n o t 
m isogyny , a b la tan t p rincip le  of the  w itch  h u n ts , o rig inated  in  
the  Judaeo-C hristian  theo logy  m ay  be a rg u ed , b u t it is obvious 
th a t th a t theo logy  su p p o rte d  a n d  co n tin u ed  the  persecutions.

M aim onides (1135-1204) " . . . o p p o sed  w ith  great veh e­
m ence all ideas of w itchcraft a n d  d e n o u n ced  the  p re tensions of 
astro logy. . . ."1 It will be recalled  th a t M aim onides later fled 
h is native C ordova to  seek  safety  in  first Fez, a n d  finally in  
Egypt. O th e r, later, d issen tin g  voices of Jew ish doctors are on  
record , p ro te s tin g  in  their pub lica tions the  persecu tion  of 
so-called w itches. (A m atus L usitanus, 1511-1568 an d  A ndres a 
L aguna, 1499-1563). Voices of deris ion  a n d  o u trig h t den ial of the 
C h u rc h 's  cruel dogm atic ten e ts  w ere  m ore a n d  m ore frequen tly  
h ea rd , such  as those  of M onta igne  an d  Rabelais, b u t th is had  
little effect on  the  stead fastly  g row ing  practice of w itchcraft. 
H eresy  becam e one  w ith  w itchcraft; confusion  re igned  con­
cern ing  C hrist an d  the  A nti-C hrist. K ing Frederick  II of N aples, 
w h o  d id  so m uch  to  p ro m o te  a n d  sp read  th e  fam e of the  School 
of M edicine a t Salerno, w as a good  Catholic, ye t he  w as 
su sp ec ted  by h is critics of be ing  a dabb ler in  necrom ancy. H e is 
rep o rted  to  have  said  on  one  occasion th a t M oses, Jesus, and  
M oham ed  w ere  h is to ry 's  g rea test im posters. T hat there  w as 
confusion  ab o u t w h o  w as o r w as n o t a w itch  m ay  be seen  in  the 
old sto ry  of th e  b u rn in g  of Joan  of Arc a t the  stake in  R ouen in  
1431. A s the  flam es engu lfed  h e r  she  exclaim ed, "Jesus!" A n 
English  soldier s ta n d in g  by  cried  o u t in  terro r, "W e have 
b u rn ed  a saint! W e are  lost!" But in  sp ite  of voices of d oub t an d  
p ro te s t from  various p laces, th e  Inqu isition  flourished  w ith  
u n ab a te d  fu ry  for w ell over th ree  cen turies. O ne of its early  an d  
lasting  in v en tio n s  w as the  Index Librorum Prohibitorum, a list 
p u b lish ed  by  the  R om an C atholic C hu rch  restric ting  the  read ­
ing  of certain  books. It also sp a w n e d  one  of the  m ost, if n o t the 
m ost, coldly cruel books ever to  d isgrace literature. It w as a

1 Harry Friedenwald, The Jews and Medicine; Essays (2nd ed.; New York: Ktav 
Publishing House, 1967), Vol. 1, p. 214.
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best-seller of the  R enaissance, a n d  rap id ly  w e n t th ro u g h  m any  
editions in  m any  d ifferen t locations. Its b ib liography  is very  
com plicated an d  n o t ye t fully estab lished . It h a d  gone th ro u g h  
th irty  ed itions by 1669. It is a long , com plicated  w ork , obvi­
ously the resu lt of m uch  s tu d y  a n d  w ork  o n  the  p a rt of its 
au thors. Its tw o  m ost p ro m in e n t characteristics are  th e  gen ius 
w ith  w hich  logic is tw isted  a n d  its u n re le n tin g  voice of m isog­
yny. It is one of the  m o st no tab le  literary  p ro d u c ts  of the  
R enaissance, th a t p e rio d  of b lossom ing  of th e  h u m an itie s , the  
arts, an d  the  sciences! It is am u sin g  to  specu la te  w h e th e r  
Shakespeare, w h o  certain ly  m u st have  b een  acquain ted  w ith  
the book, d id n 't  find  in  it in sp ira tio n  for th e  w itches scene in  
Macbeth (Act IV, Scene I).

T hat book, The Malleus Maleficarum, a p p ro v ed  a n d  p ro m o ted  
by a Papal Bull from  Pope Innocen t VIII in  1484, a n d  finally 
ap p ro v ed  again  by the  C ouncil on  T heology of the  Faculty of 
C ologne, w as the  w ork  of tw o  in d u strio u s , am bitious, single- 
m inded , a n d  self-righ teous D om inican  inqu isito rs , H einrich  
K raem er an d  Johann  S prenger, th e  b irth  a n d  d e a th  da tes of 
w hom  are n o t certain . T hey co llaborated  on  the  exhaustive 
research  for th is book w hich  ap p e are d  in  L yons in  1486. It has 
been  tran sla ted  in to  m o st E u ro p ean  languages, a n d  in to  E n­
glish for the  first tim e in  1928 by  Rev. M ontague  S um m ers, an  
English c lergym en, w h o  p ra ised  the  book  for its scho larsh ip , its 
"su p rem ely  au th o rita tiv e"  con ten t, a n d  called it "a  venerab le  
vo lum e" an d  a "g rea t w o rk " .2 "O n e  tu rn s  to  it again  a n d  again  
w ith  edification a n d  in terest. From  the  p o in t of psychology, 
from  the  p o in t of ju risp ru d en ce , from  the  p o in t of h isto ry , it is 
su p re m e ."3

The good  reverend , w h o  h im self sh o w s a p ro fo u n d  know l­
edge of th e  h isto ry  of theology, sorcery , w itchcraft, a n d  the  
Renaissance, p ro fessed  h is to ta l app rova l of th e  p recise an d  
com prehensive ru les of The Malleus Maleficarum  a n d  h e  assu res

2 Heinrich Kraemer and James Sprenger, The Malleus Maleficarum, trans. by
Montague Summers (New York: Dover, 1971), pp. XXXIX, XL.

3 Ibid, p. ix.
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the  read e r in  h is in tro d u c tio n  to  the  orig inal ed ition  of 1928 tha t 
he , too, believed  w ith  good  reason  in  the  p resence  an d  pow er 
of w itches.

The Malleus Maleficarum is w ith o u t d o u b t the  m ost detailed , 
exhaustive, an d  au tho rita tive  book  ever w ritten  on  w itchcraft. 
The index  is a m asterp iece  of detail, as is, in  fact, the  en tire  text. 
The o p en in g  " Q u e s tio n "  of the  index  reads, "W h eth er the 
Belief th a t th ere  are  such  Beings as w itches is so Essential a Part 
of the  C atholic Faith  th a t O bstinacy  to m ain ta in  the  O pposite  
m anifestly  savou rs  of H e re sy ."4 The text, w ritten  in  long, 
convo lu ted  sen tences is heavy-foo ted , tiresom e, u n co m p ro ­
m ising , th rea ten in g , erotic, lu rid , po rnog raph ic , cruel, and  
sadistic. W itches are  usua lly  o ld w om en , som etim es y ounger

4 Ibid, p. I.

Witches burned at the stake. From the front cover of a 1971 edition of The
Malleus Maleficarum.
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w om en, rarely  m en . D em on-possessed  girls w ere  of com m on 
occurrence. All th is is qu ite  no rm al, since by  n a tu re  w o m an  is 
low er th an  m an , is n a tu ra lly  unc lean , g iven  to  lu st an d  
licen tiousness, an d  is easily sed u ced  by  the  Devil in to  sexual 
digressions. W as it n o t the  w om an , n o t the  m an , w h o  w as 
seduced  by  Satan  an d  took  the  first b ite  of th e  fo rb id d en  fruit? 
W om an is from  m an , h av ing  b een  m ade  from  A d am 's  rib. N ow  
th a t rib, be ing  one  of the  lesser b ones of the  body , w as from  the  
low er po rtion  of th e  rib cage, an d , fu rth e rm o re , a rib  is n o t a 
stra igh t bone; it is crooked. A n d  so on , w ith  puerile , lud icrous, 
in furiating , tw isted  a rg u m en t. W ith  infin ite  detail th e  p roof of 
w itches is ex p o u n d ed , a long  w ith  h o w  th ey  are to  be iden tified , 
how  to be to rtu red  (beaten , b u rn e d  w ith  boiling  oil, ligh ted  
candles he ld  u n d e r  the  arm  p its , h a n g in g  by  the  h a n d s , 
starvation , th ro w in g  in to  poo ls of w a te r, stre tch ing  on  th e  rack, 
confinem ent in  jail for m o n th s  w ith o u t trial, etc.), a n d  h o w  to 
be d isp o sed  of (bu rn ing  at the  stake w as best, for the  Devil 
ha tes  fire above all else). All th e  p ro ced u res  for th e  opera tion  of 
the  Inqu isition  are  th ere  in  shock ing  detail for the  m o d ern  
reader, for it w as the  tex tbook of in stru c tio n  for the  h u n d re d s  
of fanatically zealous inqu isito rs  w h o  ro am ed  the  coun try sides 
in ten t on  cleansing  th e  w orld  for the ir love of G od.

All th is w as su p p o rte d  by  d irect quo ta tio n s  from  the  Bible, 
p roof of the  r ig h teo u sn ess  of the  p ersecu tions. E ven tually  the  
State jo ined  the  C hurch  in  the  w itch  h u n ts  a n d  executions, an d  
even  such  a brilliant in te llectual as th e  ju ris t Jean  Bodin 
(1530-1596) w as a confirm ed  believer in  the  p resence  of 
w itches. T oleran t th o u g h  h e  w as in  m an y  w ays, he  w ro te  a 
legal treatise  on  the  subject w h ich  in  its w ay  w as as persuasive  
as The Malleus Maleficarum. H e w as an  exam ple of th e  m any  
educated  professionals of the  day  w h o  believed  th a t the  
h and ling  of w itches w as n o t a m edical m atte r, a n d  th a t docto rs 
shou ld  n o t m edd le  w ith  th e  p roblem . It w as a legal, theological 
m atter.

T hus the  victim s accused  of sorcery  w ere  fenced  in  left an d  
right. If you  w ere  accused  of w itchcraft y o u  w ere  gu ilty  un til 
you  p roved  yourse lf innocen t. O nce accused  a n d  tried , even
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th o u g h  a c q u itte d  — a rare  occu rrence  — th e  v ictim 's life w as 
sh a tte re d  fo rever after, o ften  be ing  d ep riv ed  of all p ro p erty  and  
tu rn e d  o u t in to  a w orld  a lone, s h u n n e d  a n d  destitu te . As the  
s tro n g est d issen tin g  voice of the  day  w ro te , h u m an  b lood  and  
the  s ten ch  of b u rn in g  flesh  sp read  like a pall over Europe; the  
w ood , he  said , u se d  for th e  flam es w o u ld  have  been  better 
sp e n t w arm in g  the  d ism al hom es of the  help lessly  trap p ed  
victim s in  th is  w icked  tim e.

Jo h an n  W eyer (1515-1588) w as b o rn  in to  a fam ily of m odest 
m ean s in  th e  sm all city of G rave, in  B rabant (The N etherlands). 
A s a child  h e  w as s tu d io u s , qu iet, g rave, an d  religious, 
characteristics of all h is la te r life. In  h is late  teens  he  lived for 
tw o  years  in  the  hom e of h is teacher a n d  p recep to r, C ornelius 
A grippa  (1486-1535), a brillian t b u t erratic scholar, physician , 
free-th inker, a n d  a m odel w h o  set a lasting  exam ple for the 
y o u n g  W eyer by  his h u m an e  a ttitu d e  to w ard  the  sick and  
u n fo rtu n a te . It is particu larly  im p o rtan t to n o te  th a t A grippa, 
defy ing  th e  p reva iling  social a ttitu d es  concern ing  the  inferior­
ity  of the  fem in ine sex, w ro te  a treatise  to tally  o u t of keep ing  
w ith  the  era: On the Nobility and Pre-eminince of the Feminine Sex. 
The h u m an e  if s to rm y  n a tu re  of h is teacher so deep ly  im ­
p ressed  the  y o u n g  s tu d e n t th a t these  view s w ere  reflected  later 
in  h is first a n d  m o st im p o rta n t book. Leaving A grippa, W eyer 
s tu d ied  m edicine a t O rleans an d  th e  U niversity  of Paris, w here  
h e  received  h is d o c to r 's  d eg ree  in  1537, a t the  age of 22. In the 
nex t several years  of genera l practice h e  cam e face to face w ith  
th e  h o rro rs  of th e  w itch  h u n ts  a n d  w as o u traged  at the 
p re ten tio n s  of the  Inqu isition  a n d  its gu ide  book, The Malleus 
Maleficarum. H e ra iled  in  w riting  a n d  o p en  speech  against the 
revo lting  d iscussions in  th a t book  of th e  erotic perversions of 
the  devil w ith  w om en , of th e  fan tastic  claim s concern ing  the 
p ow ers  of the  incubi a n d  succubi, an d  of the  m u rd ero u s 
pe rsecu tio n s  of "silly  old w o m e n "  by  C hurch  a n d  State. H is 
b lu n tly  s ta ted  criticism s forced h im  to seek  pro tec tion  as 
physic ian  to  D uke W illiam  V of Jü lich-Cleve-Berg, a n d  he spen t 
m o st of th e  re s t of h is life w ith  th is  in te lligent, k ind , and  
h u m an e  m an . A fter the  D u k e 's  d ea th , how ever, W eyer w as
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forced to  tu rn  e lsew here , an d  
he  lived the  rem ain ing  few  
years of h is life u n d e r  the  p ro ­
tection  of C oun tess A n n a  of 
T echlenberg . H e d ied  there  in  
1588 a n d  w as b u ried  in  the  local 
ch u rchyard , b u t h is grave site is 
n o w  u n k n o w n .

D uring  h is bu sy , y e t qu iet, 
life Johann  W eyer w as ever the  
a s tu te  observer of the  w orld  
a ro u n d  h im , w h ich  seem ed  to 
h im  m ore like a h u g e  clinic filled 
w ith  sick peop le . H e p u b lish ed  
a n u m b er of w orks on  general 
m edical topics, p e rh a p s  the  
m o st no tab le  of w h ich  w as his 
treatise  on  scurvy. But h is g rea t­
est w ork , h is first publication , 

w as the  book d es tin ed  to  leave a lasting  effect on  th e  d eve lop ­
m en t of psychiatry : De Praestigiis Daemonum, et Incantationibus, 
ac Veneficiis Libri V  (Basle, 1563). A  second , larger ed ition  w as 
p ub lished  the  fo llow ing year, for the  book  w as w idely  read , 
th o u g h  its m essage  w as little resp ec ted  o r fo llow ed by  th e  
con tem porary  m edical w orld . In  1566 a th ird  ed ition  w as 
pub lished , again  en la rged , a n d  a y ear la ter W eyer's  tran sla tion  
w as p ub lished  in  the  vernacu lar, still larger. O th e r  ed itions 
follow ed in  1568, 1577, a n d  1583, an  Opera Omnia h av ing  
ap p eared  in  1660. T h o u g h  a p o p u la r book, th ere  w as w ide  
opposition  to it. The C hurch  p ro m p tly  p u t it on  the  Index 
Librorum Prohibitorum. S igm und  F reud  said  th a t W eyer's  book  
w as one of the  ten  g rea test books ever p u b lish ed , a s ta tem en t 
w hich  is n o t en tirely  p re jud iced  hyperbo le .

W eyer's life w as sp e n t in  clinical observation . H e th o u g h t in  
term s of the  ind iv idual p a tien t a n d  h is special concerns. In 
ho rro r he  w o n d ered  a t th e  atrocities com m itted  a ro u n d  h im  in 
the nam e of the  M other C hu rch  a n d  G od. H e k n ew  first h a n d

Portrait of Johann Weyer 
(1515-1588)
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of the  to rtu re s , th e  filth, d isease , a n d  d e a th  in  the  du n g eo n s 
a n d  jails w h e re  "w itch es"  w ere  he ld  for long  p re-trial periods. 
H e w as rep u lsed  by  th e  fanatical m e th o d s  of execution: b u rn ­
ing  at the  stake, d ro w n in g , han g in g , behead in g , p ro longed  
beating , or tea ring  the  b o d y  to  pieces on  th e  rack. H ow , he 
w o n d e re d , could  all th is  be do n e  in  the  n am e of a loving God? 
H e, too , w as m ore  o r less a practic ing  Catholic, a n d  he  believed 
th a t w itches a n d  d em o n  possession  could  exist, b u t he  den ied  
the  su p p o se d  p o w er of the  D evil in  th e  w re tch ed  lives of m ost 
of the  accused , for h e  saw  abou t h im  w o m en  called accom plices 
in  evil, b u t  w h o  w ere  so frigh tened , so igno ran t, so destroyed  
m en ta lly  by  the ir ha lluc inations arising  o u t of their m iserable 
lives, th a t th ey  w ere  u nab le  to  su sta in  an y  den ia l of the  charges 
aga in st them . Believable a n d  tru s te d  w itnesses  w ere  rarely  to 
be h ad . M any  such  w om en , as w ell as trouble-m aking , m alin­
gering , or de lu siona l ch ild ren , u sua lly  girls, he  s tu d ied  ind i­
v idually , o ften  tak ing  th em  in to  h is o w n  hom e w h ere  he and  
h is w ife cared  for th em , closely observed  them , counselled  
th em , a n d  b ro u g h t th em  back to m en ta l a n d  physical norm alcy. 
H e saw  m en ta l illness w h ere  the  C hurch  an d  State saw  
crim inality , a n d  he  w as the  first physic ian  bold ly  to  confront 
the  Inqu isition  a n d  d e n y  its rig h t to  carry on  in  the  nam e of 
C hristian ity . H e saw  the  ind iv idual, n o t the  m ass m ania of 
w itchcraft, as the  p o in t to  w h ich  he  m u st d irect h is efforts for 
refo rm , a n d  he  cou ld  on ly  be th is defian t because of h is royal 
pro tec tion . The len g th y  a rg u m en ts  an d  tw isted  logic of The 
Malleus Maleficarum as to  w h y  confession  u n d e r  to rtu re  w as 
valid  (the v ictim  w as finally  b ro u g h t to  h e r  senses th ro u g h  the 
in te rcession  of O u r Lord) particu larly  fired  his scorn. In  w riting  
De Praestigiis Daemonum  h e  m u s t have h a d  before h im  a copy of 
The Malleus Maleficarum, for h is book  is a lm ost a sen tence  by 
sen tence  re fu ta tio n  of The Malleus Maleficarum. H is deris ion  of 
the  to rtu o u s  a n d  lud ic rous "logic" of the  book  w as a consum ­
ing  p assio n  w ith  him .

Jo h an n  W eyer, b e ing  first of all an  a s tu te  clinical observer, 
d id  h is observ ing  a n d  rep o rtin g  by  a " h a n d s  o n "  m eth o d , ju st 
as, for exam ple, V esalius, H arvey , a n d  M orgagni broke g ro u n d
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by  u sing  th e  sam e m eth o d  of in d e p e n d e n t observation . H e 
dem o n stra ted  clearly, case after case, th a t m en ta l illness w as a 
com pletely separa te  en tity  from  the  ignorance, sup ers titio n , 
an d  hallucinations w h ich  to g e th e r m ad e  " w itch es"  o u t of 
innocen t peop le . H e in sisted  a n d  conclusively  sh o w ed  th a t 
m ental illness, like any  o th e r h u m a n  illness, sh o u ld  be trea ted  
by physicians, a n d  n o t by  th e  C hurch  or S tate. H is critical 
analysis of the  scourge of w itchcraft, h is scientific, descrip tive, 
observational ap p ro ach  to  the  p rob lem , are th e  very  roo ts of 
m odern  psych iatry , for h is w as the  first s ta te m e n t clearly to 
d em onstra te  p sychopatho logy  as som eth in g  com pletely  ap art 
from  the  w ork  of the  Devil a n d  so m eth in g  w h ich  cou ld  be 
successfully trea ted . H e w as th e  first to  ou tline  such  trea tm en t. 
"T here in  lies th e  g rea test h istorical significance of Johann  
W eyer, for h e  w as th e  first m an  to  in sist th a t no rm al an d  
pathological m en ta l p rocesses differ in  deg ree  a n d  form  b u t n o t 
in  substance , a n d  th a t h u m a n  will h as  n o th in g  to do  w ith  
m enta l illn ess" .5 The effects of th is  m an , so rem arkab le  for h is 
era, w ere  n o t im m ediately  ev iden t, b u t w ere  reflected  la te r in  
the  h u m an e  reform s s ta rted  by  Pinel, Esquirol, C hiarugi, th e  
great n in e te en th  cen tu ry  G erm an  n eu ro p sy ch ia tris ts , F reud , 
an d  m any  o thers . It w as a long  process, from  W eyer to  the  
m o d ern  practice of p sych ia try , a n d  it w as n o t u n til w ith in  
living m em ory  th a t p sych ia try  becam e accep ted  as a resp ec t­
able m em ber of th e  m edical w orld .

Johann  W eyer left a qu ie t m essage  for all of u s. H e left p roo f 
th a t all h u m an  beings are vu lnerab le  to  th e  su fferings of m en ta l 
illness, an d  th a t san ity  is a very  fragile th ing .

5 Gregory Zilboorg, The Medical Man and the Witch During the Renaissance 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1935), pp. 204-205.

http://ir.uiowa.edu/bai/vol59/iss1




