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    It was never my intention when setting out to transcribe the Malleus Maleficarum to write an introduction to the online edition. My intention was to simply transcribe the Malleus in its entirety, along with both the original 1928 introduction and the subsequent 1948 introduction (both written by the Rev. Montague Summers), along with the various ancillary material within the edition in my possession. But upon transcribing these introductions, I discovered that neither of them were very balanced or impartial. This could be expected, as the good Rev. Summers was, I believe, a Catholic priest and theologian. His point of view was not exactly impartial, as evidenced by the first line of his 1928 introduction:





    “It has been recognized even from the very earliest of times, during the first gropings towards the essential conveniences of social decency and social order, that witchcraft is an evil thing, an enemy to light, an ally of the powers of darkness, disruption, and decay.” 





    As Rev. Summers translated the Malleus Maleficarum into English, and wrote the Introductions, Biblography, and Notes of the edition which I have transcribed for online publication, one can understand his natural affinity for the work and, being Christian himself, he may be excused for being predisposed to certain prejudices. However understanding modern readers may be of Rev. Summers' prejudices, one cannot ignore the fact that both of his introductions to the Malleus seem more intent on validating the content of the work as an expression of contemporary religious truth rather than a work born of Medieval superstition. Indeed, one often expects the good Reverend to wax poetic about the good old days of the Inquisition, and times when those horrid witches really got what they deserved. There is left no doubt in the reader's mind that Rev. Summers not only believed in the existence of witches, but felt that the Inquisition, and the Malleus, were both justified and necessary. In both of his introductions (especially the original 1928 introduction), he seems more intent on using the occasion to convince us that the murder of thousands of innocent people, for the crime of witchcraft, during the Inquisition was somehow noble, and that the authors of the Malleus, Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger, were visionaries of their time. One often finds the text of the introductions reading as if it had been written 500 years previously when the Malleus was originally published and the Inquisition was in full swing.


    I therefore felt it necessary to provide an alternate (and hopefully somewhat more balanced and objective) introduction. I will not discuss the relative merits of the Malleus, nor theorize as to whether or not the opinions and techniques discussed therein are valid. My interest in the work concerns its historical significance, in that whatever our opinions now, as the Dover Edition which I have transcribed expresses: “Even if you do not believe in witchcraft, the world of 1484 did.”


    It is with that in mind that I hope to approach and examine in this introduction the history of the Malleus Maleficarum, as well as its social impact upon its time (as well as on our time). And it is my hope that I may be somewhat more concise in my presentation than Rev. Summers. With that in mind, I will make every attempt to keep my own prejudices firmly in check.





    - Wicasta Lovelace


__________________________________________________________________________





    The date of the first edition of the Malleus Maleficarum cannot be determined with any real authority. It is, however, largely agreed that the most likely date of publication was in the year 1486. There were fourteen editions between 1487 and 1520, and at least sixteen editions between 1574 and 1669. There are modern translations as well: Der Hexenhammer, J.W.R. Schmidt, 1906, and an English translation (with introduction) by Montague Summers, published in 1928 and reprinted in 1948. The online edition of the Malleus is, of course, drawn from this latter edition. My copy is a reprint of this edition, which was first published in 1971 by Dover Publications and which is still in print today.


    When the Malleus was submitted to the University of Cologne by the authors on May 9th, 1487, it was officially approved by all of the Doctors of the Theological faculty. Due to the especial weight given to the book by the Bull of Pope Innocent VIII (given to Heinrich and Sprenger two years previously, authorizing them to continue the Inquisition in the Alps. It allegedly was included with the text of the Malleus to make it appear that the whole book enjoyed papal sanction) and the Official Letter of Approbation by the Faculty of Theology of the University of Cologne, the Malleus was immediately accepted as a work of importance. There is no doubt that it had, in its day, and for several centuries afterwards, an enormous influence on contemporary society. It was continually quoted and appealed to in the witch-trials of Germany, France, Italy, and England. It remained in such use for over three hundred years.


    In the Malleus Maleficarum, contemporary cases illustrate methods by which witches attempt to control and subvert the world: How and why women roast their first-born male child; the confession of how to raise a tempest by a washwoman suspended “hardly clear of the ground” by her thumbs; methods of making a formal pact with the Devil; how witches deprive men of their “vital member”; and many others. Methods of destroying and curing witchcraft, such as remedies against incubus and succubus devils.


    Formal rules for initiating a process of justice were set down: how it should be conducted and the method of pronouncing sentence; when to use the trial by red-hot iron and other methods of torture for extracting confessions; how the body was to be shaved and searched for tokens and amulets of the Devil, including those sewn under the skin (often a birthmark, or a mole, or even freckles, were seen as a mark of Satan; indeed, nearly any blemish upon the skin could be interpreted as proof of a pact made with the Devil).


    As Rev. Montague Summers said in his 1928 introduction, the Malleus was the casebook on every magistrate's desk, and remained so, literally, for centuries. For that alone it has earned its dubious place in history, and should not be forgotten.


    This famous document should interest the historian, the student of witchcraft and the occult, and the psychologist who is interested in the medieval mind as it was confronted with various forces which could only be explained as witchcraft. With the rise of the Religious Right in America, and the ever-increasing intolerance of minority religions by radical Christians, the lessons contained in the Malleus Maleficarum are lessons which none of us can afford to forget. Because of the misconceptions and fears heaped upon minority religions by the Inquisition, which was fueled in part by the contents of the Malleus and the treatises set forth within it, the Malleus Maleficarum is as contemporary today as it was in its own time. We must remember those who suffered because of it. And perhaps, by our awareness, we can make certain that history does not repeat itself.  


_____________________________________________________________





Translation, notes, and two introductions by Montague Summers.
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