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Advocates of psychedelic drugs frequently
appeal to religious and cultural practices of
the past to support their cause.
Yet much of the historical narrative around
psychedelic drug use is deeply problematic,
and many key claims are based on very little
evidence.1
Given the potential harms of some of the
substances under discussion within this text,
it’s important to get the facts straight.
That is to say, some of the historical claims
made by advocates are so outlandish that they
threaten to undermine both credibility and
the cause for drug law reform, particularly as
they appear to romanticise substances that are
toxic to the point of lethality.
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See Roche (2010) for discussion.
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The question of ritual use of
hallucinogens by European
witches of the Medieval and
Renaissance periods is a classic
case.
(This is not to say that there is
no relationship between
modern witchcraft and drug
use; Francis King (118) claims
that Aleister Crowley
(1875-1947) introduced
Aldous Huxley (1894-1963)
to mescaline. Were this claim
substantiated, the history of
psychedelic drugs would need
to be rewritten).
It seems uncontroversial that
(i) there were witches in the
Medieval period, given their
persecution, and that (ii) they
were likely using intoxicating
substances. Yet the issue is
surprisingly cryptic, despite
the number of authors who
refer to such drug use as an
established fact.2

Richard Rudgley, for
example, takes the witches to
be the last remaining
survivors of an ancient
religious heritage, its ‘sacred’
intoxicants “degraded to
satanic plants under the
ascetic rule of the Church” (a
grossly unfair charge given
the alcoholic dimension of
the Christian heritage; p.
269).
Likewise, Paul Devereux
refers to surviving records of
drug use by witches as proof
that the “psychedelic
experience was deeply
insinuated into the beliefs and
practices of the Old World”
(118).
The pharmacologist Ronald
K. Siegel also accepts as fact
the existence of drug-using
witches (21). Even the
magazine of the Smithsonian
Institute has repeated these
claims (Thompson).

See for example Lewin (129-130), Plant (91), Rudgley (262-270), Harner,
“The Role of Hallucinogenic Plants in European Witchcraft” (125-150),
Masters and Houston The Varieties of Psychedelic Experience (39-40), Cohen
and Alpert, LSD (15).
2
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“Hexensabbath” (Witches’ Sabbath)
German Engraving, 17th Century.

5

There are, in fact, Medieval
and Renaissance records of
witches or witch-like figures
found to be in possession of
substances that are described
as, or are known to be
psychoactive, and which are
thought to account for tales
of witches flying on
broomsticks and cavorting
with the Devil.
Michael Harner (1929-2018)
refers to a number of such
reports, the earliest dating
from the year 1324 (“The
Role of Hallucinogenic
Plants in European
Witchcraft,” 130), and to a

particularly detailed case
recorded by the German
theologian Johannes Nider
(1380 -1438; Stephens 154).
This case, described in the
text Formicarius (Anthill,
published 1475), involved a
woman who would rub an
unguent upon herself and
hallucinate encounters with
the goddess Diana (Stephens 154-155).
A priest, in an attempt to
reason with her and make
her abandon her ‘heresy,’
requested to be present as she
prepared for such an
encounter.
6

“Therefore, when the day for the departure
arrived, which the old woman had previously
determined, the priest showed up with
trustworthy townsmen to convince this
fanatic of her madness.
The woman, having placed a large bowl,
which was used for kneading dough, on top
of a stool, stepped into the bowl and sat
herself down. Then, rubbing ointment on
herself to the accompaniment of magic
incantations she lay her head back and
immediately fell asleep.
With the labor of the devil she dreamed of
Mistress Venus and other superstitions so
vividly that, crying out with a shout and
striking her hands about, she jarred the bowl
in which she was sitting and, falling down
from the stool seriously injured herself about
the head.”
(Quoted in Harner,“The Role” 131-132)
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Depart Pour Le Sabat
Hermann Guttenberg, 18th Century
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Surviving literature also
details the composition of
unguents and their method
of administration.
Heinrich Kramer, author of
the witch-hunting manual
Malleus maleficarum (Hammer
of the Witches, 1487), wrote
of unguents being applied to
chairs or broomsticks, on
which the witches would be
“carried up into the air”; an
account by Gianfrancesco
Pico of 1523 referred to a
witch confessing to
“anointing our shameful
parts” with such a substance
(Stephens 250, 278).
An Italian account, from the
physician of Pope Julius III
in 1545, referred to specific
(and extremely dangerous)3
psychoactive ingredients
detected in a jar of “green
unguent” recovered from the

home of a couple charged
with sucking the blood of
children: “hemlock,
nightshade, henbane and
mandrake” (Harner,“The Role” 135).
The Italian historian Carlo
Ginzburg has also suggested
that Medieval witches were
ritualistically consuming
ergot fungus (Claviceps
purpurea) or Amanita muscaria
(the classic red and white
toadstool), but concedes that
witch trial documents make
no mention of such use (303-307).
Intriguingly, witch trial
documents do refer to a
potion made from “the
excrement of a large toad,”
which Ginzburg suggests
may be a misunderstanding
— given the existence of
psychoactive toxins secreted
by toads (307).

“Clinical manifestations of acute [black henbane] poisoning […] include
mydriasis, tachycardia, arrhythmia, agitation, convulsion and coma, dry
mouth, thirst, slurred speech, difficulty speaking, dysphagia, warm flushed
skin, pyrexia, nausea, vomiting, headache, blurred vision and photophobia,
urinary retention, distension of the bladder, drowsiness, hyper reflexia,
auditory, visual or tactile hallucinations, confusion, disorientation, delirium,
aggressiveness, and combative behavior.” See Alizadeh et al. Mandrake is also
toxic, and both Hemlock and nightshade are potentially lethal.
3
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It is also extremely unlikely that anyone ever
deliberately consumed ergot, given that it
causes gangrene, madness, limbs to fall off,
and agonising death. Claims to the contrary
are not backed up by historical evidence or
experimental findings (Roche, 2010, p. 42).
Yet the whole issue of witchcraft and drug
use is overshadowed by the question as to
whether the witches, as defined by European
Christianity and legal systems — that is, those
who were purportedly using mind-altering
substances — had ever existed.4
Walter Stephens, in his astoundingly
thorough analysis of Medieval and
Renaissance witch-theory discourse, has
shown that “the theologian’s witch never
existed externally” (366).
Historical studies do acknowledge that various practitioners of folk magic,
very loosely referred to as witches, but unaffiliated with Satan-worship, had
existed in Europe prior to the Modern Age, independently of the theologicallegal narratives of Satan-worship. Yet there is nothing in the literature to
suggest drug use amongst these figures. For discussion of such ‘white witches’
(another highly ambiguous term to be sure) see Keith Thomas, Religion & The
Decline of Magic: Studies in popular beliefs in sixteenth and seventeenth century
England (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1971). P. G. Maxwell-Stuart
dismisses the idea of drug use amongst witches in Witchcraft: A History
(Stroud, Gloucestershire: Tempus Publishing Ltd., 2000), p.70.
4

10

Which is to say: the witches
described by the likes of
Kramer, Pico and Nider —
the theologians in question
— were essentially the
projections of a wishfulfillment fantasy, tainted
with a strange envy, and
symptomatic of a profound
metaphysical anxiety that
yearned desperately for proof
of a spirit world.
Just as Medieval ascetics
strove to encounter God
directly through mysticism
rather than the gift of reason,
and the artists Matthias
Grünewald (c. 1475 –1528)
and Hieronymus Bosch (c.
1450 –1516) were
commissioned to make Saint
Anthony’s demons visible to

the diseased faithful,5 the
Catholic Church, as strange
as it may sound, needed
proof of demonic copulation.
An entire theoretical and
legal discourse emerged to
obtain such proof, through
compelling those accused of
witchcraft to describe, in
baroque detail, the nature of
the Devil’s penis,6 and their
own sexual relations with the
Devil, as well as their
scatological practices, their
cannibalism, and their
Eucharistic desecrations (Stephens
19, 200, 209-211).

A medieval ‘treatment’ of St Anthony’s Fire, a disease we now know to be
caused by contamination of rye by the ergot fungus, was to pray to Saint
Anthony. To facilitate this, Medieval painters were commissioned to paint
Saint Anthony, often depicted being tormented by demons. For discussion see
Roche, “The Temptation of St Anthony,” pp. 21-26.
5

Stephens writes: “Sometimes the demonic penis was covered with barbed
scales or was composite in nature, even being half flesh and half iron. Devils’
penises might have two or three prongs, for simultaneously penetrating more
than one orifice. The devil’s semen was often ice-cold and painful, sometimes
spoiled and rancid”(19).
6
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These accounts were forced
from suspects under threat of
torture and death and are
scarcely credible.
Nor, as Stephens argues (and
as Aldous Huxley would
have us believe)7 are they a
mere aberration of Christian
doctrine: the Bible takes a
dim view of witches and
allowing them to live (Exodus
22:18), and Stephens shows how
much of Medieval witch
theory, in particular its
emphasis on demonic
copulation as proof of the
reality of demons, stems from
the theodicy and demontheory of Saint Thomas
Aquinas (1225-1274).
For the Medieval Christian
worldview, accordingly,
belief in demons was an
article of faith (30, 68, 154).
Accounts of witches and
Jews desecrating the

Eucharist, only to witness the
wafer magically transform
into a child or sprout arms
and legs, were also needed
proofs of its sanctity, as were
mystical visions of the same
(212-216).
There were, of course, less
complex needs to believe in
witches; they were
scapegoats to account for the
horrors of daily life,
particularly the deaths of
children, and, in the 16 and
17 centuries, ergot
outbreaks (Stephens 18-19, Lapinskas 204).
th
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Accounts of ‘unguents’
referred to by Harner and
other anthropologists and
writers of drug literature are
to be read with this history in
mind; many accounts of
flying ointments refer to the
fat of murdered children, and
are as such inseparable from
accusations of infanticide
(Stephens 249).

In The Perennial Philosophy Huxley attempts to explain those aspects of
Christianity that led to injustice as being imperfections, not in keeping with
the ‘perennial philosophy’ at the core (306). For someone who largely initiated
20th Century psychedelic doctrine, his thinking was astoundingly
conservative.
7
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It is also noteworthy that
none of the materials in
question were written by the
witches themselves.
It is paradoxical to celebrate
the ancient practices of
witchcraft, on the one hand,
and yet on the other rely so
heavily on the writings of
those who would persecute,
torture and murder them.
Further, as Andy Letcher
notes, the idea that the
witches were survivors of a
secret pagan underground is
groundless, being based on
the discredited work of
Margaret Murray (46-47).

As Letcher, Stephens and
Edward Bever suggest, there
may well have been isolated
cases of individuals both
using drugs voluntarily, and
being charged with and
forced to confess to
witchcraft (Stephens 147, 169; Bever 130;
Letcher 47).
But it should be noted that
the drugs referred to in
witch-related writings were
not uncommon.
Mandrake, for example, was
used as an anaesthetic and
sedative, and henbane was at
a time being added to beer, a
practice banned in
Württemberg in 1667 (Bever 130).
14

Extremely dangerous toxic plants associated with witches’ flying ointments.
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Further, insofar as making a witchcraft
investigator believe that one had merely
hallucinated attending to Satan’s sexual
desires could save one from the flames, it
would have made good sense to refer to
one’s drug use in one’s confession once
medical science was advanced enough to
accept this explanation.8
It may not be a coincidence that accounts of
unguents containing known hallucinogens,
rather than baby’s fat or desecrated
sacraments, appear during the Renaissance —
when the belief in witches and the need to
believe in them was beginning to wane.

Bever, on the subject of witches confessing to possessing salves, writes:
“When officials actually got their hands on tubs full of grease, they often
decided that they were inert, and in some instances suspects admitted that
they had confessed to having and had even concocted bogus salves in order to
satisfy their interrogators” (130).
8
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Greater awareness of
psychoactive drugs
contributed to the decline of
belief in witches, as shown
by an experiment performed
by the scientist Pierre
Gassendi (1592-1655): he
reportedly demonstrated that
villagers given a narcotic,
prepared according to a
sorcerer’s recipe, could be
convinced that they had
attended a witches’ Sabbath
(Baroja 205).
Oddly enough, Medieval
witch theorists appear to
have anticipated the very
psychedelic doctrine
promulgated by William
James (1842-1910), Aldous
Huxley (1894-1963), R.
Gordon Wasson (unwitting
mind control research CIA
asset and ‘discoverer’ of
psilocybin mushrooms, in
the sense that Columbus
discovered America,
1898-1986), Carl A. P. Ruck
(b. 1935) and Albert
Hofmann (the discoverer of
LSD-25, 1906-2008): that is,

the view that ingestion of a
particular psychoactive
substance can induce a
profound, transformative
religious experience, and that
such experiences are
foundational to the
emergence of religious belief.
The Errores gazariorum
(Errors of the Heretics), a
short, anonymous treatise
published in the 1430s,
describes how witches would
prepare a substance for an
initiation ritual.
In their “synagogue” (note
the overlap with the most
vicious Medieval antiSemitism), the witches
“urinate and defecate” in a
flask of wine to desecrate the
Eucharist (Stephens 201).
Other accounts describe a
broth made from the bodies
of unbaptized children
(Stephens 201; note the
rigorous respects paid to
Christian doctrine by the
witches in these accounts).
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According to a confession extracted from a
young man by Judge Peter of Bern, a Swiss
lay magistrate quoted in Nider’s Formicarius,
the initiate would deny faith in Christ, the
Church, and his baptism, and would then do
homage to a demon.
He would then consume a broth made from
one of his victims (Stephens 190).
“Finally, he drinks from the […] wineskin.
As soon as he has done this, immediately, in
the deepest part of himself, he feels himself
conceiving and retaining the images
[ymagines] of our art and the principal rites
of this sect”
(cited in Stephens, 202).

This account looks very much like a classic
account of ritual drug use, perhaps one of
the earliest in Europe. It would be a perfect
historical proof of Huxley’s association of
mysticism and consumption of a mindaltering substance.
Except — it concerns cannibalism.

18

Cocina De Las Brujas (Witches’ Kitchen)
Francisco Goya, 1798.
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Yet, rather than take witch cannibalism to
be a reductio ad absurdum of psychedelic
orthodoxy (i.e. interpret every possible
textual artifact as evidence of ritual drug
use), Rudgley bites the bullet. Hard.
After noting the inclusion of human blood in
witch ointment, he writes:
“There has been little investigation of the
human and animal ingredients of the [witch]
ointments and it has been generally
presumed that their inclusion in the brews
was for their ‘magical’, not chemical, effects.
However, with the comparatively recent
discovery of the possible extent of
psychoactive fauna […], the idea that some
animal parts may have been used for
chemical effects needs investigating”
(Rudgley 265; italics added).
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The idea that there needs to
be more investigation of the
psychoactive effects of
cannibalism rather
undermines the idea that
psychedelic drug advocacy is
somehow linked to moral
enlightenment, at least in this
case.
So where does all this get us?
I think that the history of
drugs shows just how
remarkably contingent the
relationship between
hallucinogens and their
cultural and spiritual
significance is.
The desperate desire to find
historical precedents for
meaningful drug use I
suspect says more about our
prohibitionist culture, and
reactions to it, than about the
realities of past ages.
Even where a psychoactive
substance is involved in an
historical practice, it need
not be particularly powerful
or exotic to be celebrated in
poems, religions and sacred

writings: tea and alcohol
being such examples (Letcher 152-53;
de Félice 274-377; Tanaka and Tanaka).
There are also cases where
powerful hallucinogens have
been simply avoided or
ignored by local
communities, such as
hallucinogenic mushrooms
in Japan in times past (Musha et al,
Sanford). Or there may be drug
use that had no particular
religious or ritual function;
drugs may be consumed just
out of boredom or for
pleasure.
Finally, it is remarkable that
the Medievals had seemingly
no legal penalties for
consuming or trading in
hallucinogenic substances;
again, the possibility of a
‘witch’ merely hallucinating
an encounter with Satan
through some intoxication
may have served as a legal
defence, rather than leading
to a further charge.They had
a war on Satan on their
hands, not a War on Drugs.
21

References and Further Reading
Alpert, Richard, and Sidney Cohen. LSD.
New York: Times Mirror, 1966.

Devereux, Paul. The Long Trip: A
Prehistory of Psychedelia. Brisbane, Australia:
Daily Grail Publishing, 1997.

Alizadeh, Anahita, Mohammad Moshiri,
Javad Alizadeh, Mahdi Balali-Mood.
“Black henbane and its toxicity–a
descriptive review.” Avicenna Journal of
Phytomedicine, Vol. 4, No. 5, SeptemberOctober 2014, pp. 297-311. URL: https://
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/
PMC4224707/pdf/AJP-4-297.pdf

Fuchs, Eduard. Geschichte de erotischen
Kunst, Das individuelle Problem, Zwieter Teil.
München: Albert Langen, 1923.
Ginzburg, Carlo. Ecstasies: Deciphering the
Witches’ Sabbath. Trans. Raymond
Rosenthal. Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2004.

Baroja, Julio Caro. The World of the
Witches.Trans. Nigel Glendinning. London:
Phoenix Press, 1964.

Harner, Michael J. “The Role of
Hallucinogenic Plants in European
Witchcraft.” In Hallucinogens and Shamanism
Ed. Michael J . Harner. London: Oxford
University Press, 1973. 125-150.

Bever, Edward. The Realities of Witchcraft
and Popular Magic in Early Modern Europe:
Culture, Cognition and Everyday Life. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008.
Booth, Roy. “EN3012, Witchcraft and
Drama.” https://personal.rhul.ac.uk/uhle/
001/EN3012.htm
Booth, Roy. “The Witchcraft Art of David
Teniers.” https://personal.rhul.ac.uk/uhle/
001/David%20Teniers.htm
de Félice, Philippe. Poisons sacrés ivresses
divines: essai sur quelques formes inférieures de
la mystique. Paris: Édition Albin Michel,
1936.

Huxley, Aldous. The Perennial Philosophy.
London: Triad Grafton Books, 1989.
King, Francis. Sexuality Magic, &
Perversion. London: Neville Spearman, 1971.
Lapinskas, Vincas. “A Brief History of
Ergotism: From St. Anthony’s Fire and St.
Vitus’ Dance Until Today.” Medicinos teorija
ir praktika 13.2 (2007): 202-206. http://
www.mtp.lt/files/MEDICINA-2007-2-16LAPIN.pdf
Lewin, Louis. Phantastica, Narcotic and
Stimulating Drugs: Their Use and Abuse.
Trans. P. H. A. Wirth. London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul, 1964.
22

Letcher, Andy. Shroom: A Cultural History
of the Magic Mushroom. London: Faber and
Faber, 2006.

Rudgley, Richard. The Encyclopedia of
Psychoactive Substances. London: Little,
Brown and Company, 1998.

Masters, R. E. L., and Jean Houston. The
Varieties of Psychedelic Experience. London:
Turnstone Books, 1973.

Sanford, James H. “Japan’s ‘Laughing
Mushrooms.” Economic Botany 26.2 (AprilJune 1972): 174-181.

Maxwell-Stuart, P. G. Witchcraft: A History
(Stroud, Gloucestershire: Tempus
Publishing Ltd., 2000),

Siegel, Ronald K. Intoxication: Life in
Pursuit of Artificial Paradise. New York: E.
P. Dutton, 1989.

Musha M., A. Ishii, F. Tanaka, and G.
Kusano. “Poisoning by hallucinogenic
mushroom hikageshibiretake (Psilocybe
argentipes K. Yokoyama) indigenous to
Japan.” Tohoku Journal of Experimental
Medicine 148.1 (January 1986):73-78.

Stephens, Walter. Demon Lovers: Witchcraft,
Sex, and the Crisis of Belief. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 2002.

Plant, Sadie. Writing on Drugs. London:
Faber and Faber, 1999.
Roche, G. T. “The Temptation of St
Anthony: On Chemical Mysticism.”
Chapter 1 of Tractactus Psychedelica.
Unpublished, incomplete manuscript,
available at: https://www.academia.edu/
37697362/
Chapter_1_The_Temptation_of_Saint_Ant
hony_On_Chemical_Mysticism.
Roche, G. T. “Seeing Snakes: On
Knowledge, Delusion and the Drug
Experience.” In Dale Jacquette (ed.),
Cannabis - Philosophy for Everyone: What
were we just talking about? Chichester,
West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010, pp.
35-49. Draft available at: https://
bibliography.maps.org/bibliography/
default/resource/17566

Tanaka, Sen’ō, and Sendō Tanaka. The
Tea Ceremony. Tokyo: Kodansha
International, 1998.
Thomas, Keith. Religion & The Decline of
Magic: Studies in popular beliefs in sixteenth
and seventeenth century England. London:
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1971.
Thompson, Helen. “How Witches’ Brews
Helped Bring Modern Drugs to Market.”
The Smithsonian Magazine, October 31st,
2014. URL: https://
www.smithsonianmag.com/science-nature/
how-witches-brews-helped-bring-moderndrugs-market-180953202/
Webster, Peter, Daniel M. Perrine and
Carl A. P. Ruck. “Mixing the Kykeon.”
ELEUSIS: Journal of Psychoactive Plants and
Compounds New Series. 4 (2000): 1-25. http:/
/www.psychedelic-library.org/
Mixing%20the%20Kykeon%20Final%20Dr
aft.pdf
23

Images
Cover Image
Frans Francken II (1581-1642). “The Witches’ Kitchen”
(1606). The witch on the right is getting undressed for the
application of the flying ointment. Source: The State
Hermitage Museum, Saint Petersburg. https://
www.hermitagemuseum.org/wps/portal/hermitage/
digital-collection/01.+Paintings/31186/?lng=en.
Page One
Pierre Maleuvre, after François Marie Isidore Quéverdo,
Départ pour le Sabbat, [Departure for the Sabbath]. 1780.
https://leseditionsdufaune.com/2015/04/23/en-routepour-le-sabbat-des-sorcieres-3-addendum/
Page Five
“Hexensabbath” (Witches’ Sabbath). 17 th Century.
German engraving.
Source: Eduard Fuchs, Geschichte der erotischen Kunst, Das
individuelle Problem,
Zwieter Teil (1923), p.177.
Page Eight
Hermann Guttenberg, German (18th century) After
David Teniers II, Flemish (1610 - 1690). Depart pour le
sabat [Departure for the Witches' Sabbath]. https://
harvardartmuseums.org/collections/object/
Page Twelve
Albert Joseph Penot, Départ pour le Sabbat, 1910. https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Albert_Joseph_P%C3%A9not__D%C3%A9part_pour_le_Sabbat_(1910).jpg276632?positi
on=11
Page Fifteen
Extremely dangerous toxic plants associated with witches’
flying ointments. Source: Harner, p.p. 126-127.
Page Nineteen
Francisco Goya (1746-1828), Cocina de las brujas (Witches’
Kitchen), 1798. This painting shows witches transforming
into beasts. Source: Wikipedia. https://
upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/45/
La_cocina_de_las_brujas_por_Francisco_Goya.jpg

24

