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An early modern European engraving of a man conducting a magic ritual. Image from Wellcome Collection 

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/jst9ydrt  
 
Course Description: 
Belief in magic and divination has been common to many societies. This course introduces students to the long history of magic, starting in the 
ancient world and working through medieval and early modern magic to end with modern forms of magic including stage magic, drawing 
comparisons between different societies on the basis of similar beliefs and practices. This is a primary source focused course, drawing upon 
documents that have been published as well as online materials. The historiography of magic will be introduced in lectures, whilst essential 
readings will be taken almost exclusively from historical documents on the practice and the prosecution of magic. Students will learn to read 
these documents in a sensitive and culturally relativistic way, producing source analysis papers in which they will develop their skills of close 
reading and analysis of historical documents.  



 
Course aims 
1) To provide students with a basic knowledge of the history of magical and divinatory practices and their prosecution. 
 
2) To introduce students to the wide range of primary source material that has been made available on the history of magic, and teach them 
how to approach both traditional sourcebook publications as well as online databases of historical sources. 
 
3) To familiarize students with the major scholarly debates surrounding topics in the history of magic, and the ways in which scholars have 
used sources from the history of magic to understand the social, political, and cultural histories of the societies producing those sources.  
 
4) To enhance students’ critical thinking and writing abilities, in particular with regards to interpreting and analysing a wide range of primary 
source materials. 
 
Course Learning Outcomes (CLOs): 
1) Display a knowledge of historical magical and divinatory practices and the historical prosecutions of magical practitioners, and use the 
relevant terminology correctly. [A1, A2] 
 
2) Demonstrate an ability to analyze primary materials, and draw connections between them and between primary sources and 
historiographical material presented in lectures in order to complete source analysis assignments. [B1, B2, B3, B4, B5] 
 
3) Organise themselves and others to take selective and purposeful notes on essential readings, complete take-home assignments in a timely 
fashion, and collaborate with classmates to complete in-class groupwork. [B6, C2, C3] 
 
4) Appreciate and value different points of view on the reality and advisability of magic and divination. [C4] 
 
Assignments: 
40% 2x take-home source analysis papers 
20% 13x reaction papers, top 10 grades marked 
20% 4x in-class quizzes 
10% attendance 



10% completion of in-class activity sheets 
 
Source Analysis Papers 
Source analysis papers are a series of short questions on a specific source, demonstrating your ability to apply source analysis skills you have 
learnt in class. You will be given the paper one week before the deadline. Each paper is worth up to 20 marks. 
 
A grade  
An excellent paper that answers all questions by making specific reference to primary sources, drawing links between the quote provided and 
the source from which it derives, and also integrating other primary sources as well as ideas from lectures. 
 
B grade 
A good paper that answers all questions by making specific reference to one or more primary sources, drawing at least one link between the 
quote provided and the source from which it derives, and also integrating ideas from lectures. Papers that fall into this category will make 
references and links, but these will be either fewer and/or more superficial than an A grade paper. 
 
C grade 
A paper that makes a reasonable attempt to answer the questions, but those answers are limited in one or two of the following ways: one 
question not answered; no attempt to use ideas from lectures; no use of other primary sources beyond the set text. 
 
D grade 
A paper that fails to answer the question for one or more of the following reasons: two questions not answered; no attempt to use ideas from 
lectures; no use of other primary sources beyond the set text; failure to link the quote provided to the text from which it is taken; failure to 
address the questions. 
 
F grade 
No paper submitted, or a paper submitted in which more than half the questions have not been answered. 
 
Reaction Papers 
Weekly short papers, 300-500 words. You will write 13 papers, and the top 10 grades will go towards your final grade. 



This is an informal writing assignment in which you pick one primary source for the week and express your reaction to it. You must make specific 
reference to the source you pick, but your reaction can be comparative (compare to something else from the course), analytical (discuss some 
aspect of the source), or more personal (what are your feelings about this source). 
Each paper is worth 2 marks 
0 marks – no paper submitted, or paper submitted after the deadline, or something submitted that does not discuss the topic of the week or the 
source. 
1 mark – a paper submitted, but it makes little attempt to discuss the topic of the week, or makes only a superficial reference to one primary 
source, or is otherwise a good paper but is under the word count. 
2 marks – paper submitted on time that directly references one or more primary sources to make a comparative, analytical, or personal reaction 
to the topic of the week. 
 
Quizzes 
4 open book in-class quizzes testing basic knowledge from the lectures. Each quiz will be worth 5 marks. Quizzes will consist of short answer 
questions testing knowledge of basic concepts from the history of magic e.g. what is augury? Quizzes will consist of 3-5 questions, with questions 
worth 1-2 marks each.  
 
Attendance 
Your attendance grade will be your percentage attendance grade as recorded in Moodle, divided by 10. For example, if you have 91% attendance, 
you would receive 10 marks; 90% attendance you would receive 9 marks; 89% attendance you receive 8 marks. Excused absences are allowed, 
but are usually expected to be accompanied by paperwork. 
 
In-Class Activity Sheets 
Completion of majority of groupwork activity sheets during class. If you are present in the majority of classes, and cooperate with your classmates 
to work through the activity sheets, you will receive 10 marks for this assignment. If your attendance percentage is below 60% you will also lose 
2 marks from this assignment. If you do not contribute to the completion of activity sheets and the professor has to note that you have not 
joined in with your group to complete the form, you will lose 1 mark for each session in which you do not participate in completing the activity 
sheet.  
 
Readings: 



There is no textbook for this course. Rather, you will be provided with selections from various works through Moodle, and will also use various 
databases and online source collections in computer sessions. Here is a list of major websites and texts we will be using. 
 
Key Websites: 
https://innerlives.org/ 
https://museumofwitchcraftandmagic.co.uk/education/  
http://salem.lib.virginia.edu/home.html  
https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/collections/genizah/1  
https://casebooks.lib.cam.ac.uk/  
 
Key Texts 
Ogden, Daniel. Magic, witchcraft, and ghosts in the Greek and Roman worlds: a sourcebook. Oxford University Press, USA, 2002. 
Levack, B.P., 2015. The witchcraft sourcebook. Routledge. 
Levack, Brian P., ed. The Oxford Handbook of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe and Colonial America. Oxford University Press, 2013. 
Mackay, C.S., 2009. The hammer of witches: A complete translation of the Malleus Maleficarum. Cambridge University Press. 
Kors, Alan, Alan Charles Kors, and Edward Peters, eds. Witchcraft in Europe, 400-1700: A documentary history. University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2001. 
Burns, W.E., 2003. Witch hunts in Europe and America: An encyclopedia. Greenwood Publishing Group. 
Ankarloo, Bengt, and Stuart Clark, eds. Witchcraft and Magic in Europe, Volume 5: The Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. Vol. 5. University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1999. 
 

Week Topic Readings Assignments 
Week 1 Getting Started   
 Introductions Syllabus  
 Lecture: What is magic? https://www.bl.uk/a-history-of- magic/articles/a-brief-history-

of- magic  
 

 Computer session – 
using online sources 

http://salem.lib.virginia.edu/intro.html 
AND 
https://casebooks.lib.cam.ac.uk/reading-the-casebooks/what-
are-the-casebooks  

 



Week 2 The Basics I   
 Lecture: the long history 

of magic 
Sections from Mackay, C.S., 2009. The hammer of witches: A 
complete translation of the Malleus Maleficarum. Cambridge 
University Press. 

 

 Lecture: magicians  Chapter on Greek Sorcerers from Ogden, Daniel. Magic, 
witchcraft, and ghosts in the Greek and Roman worlds: a 
sourcebook. Oxford University Press, USA, 2002. 

 

 Lecture: Prosecuting 
magic 

“Thomas Aquinas: Scholasticism and Magic”, and “The 
University of Paris: A Condemnation of Magic” from Levack, 
B.P., 2015. The witchcraft sourcebook. Routledge. 

 

Week 3 The Basics II   
Week 3 Lecture: materia magica  “Amulets” from Ogden, Daniel. Magic, witchcraft, and ghosts 

in the Greek and Roman worlds: a sourcebook. Oxford 
University Press, USA, 2002. 

 

 Lecture: Magic texts Introduction from Kieckhefer, Richard. Forbidden rites: a 
necromancer's manual of the fifteenth century. Penn State 
Press, 1998. 

 

 Seminar: magic texts 
and magic objects 

https://innerlives.org/2016/01/22/the-pregnant-poppet-of-
burwash/ 

Quiz 1 

Week 4 Image Magic I   
 Lecture: magic before 

texts 
https://innerlives.org/2018/10/15/image-magic-drawing-the-
history-of-sorcery-ritual-and-witchcraft/  

 

 Seminar: Image magic in 
the ancient world 

“Voodoo dolls and magical images” from Ogden, Daniel. 
Magic, witchcraft, and ghosts in the Greek and Roman worlds: 
a sourcebook. Oxford University Press, USA, 2002. 

 

 Seminar: mock source 
analysis paper 

 Mock source analysis 
paper 

Week 5 Magic and Mathematics    
 Lecture: Magic Squares 

and Mathematics 
  



 Lecture: numerology Sections from Ryan, William Francis. The bathhouse at 
midnight: an historical survey of magic and divination in 
Russia. Penn State Press, 1999. 

 

 Seminar: Magic squares  Sections from Katz, Victor J., and Annette Imhausen. The 
Mathematics of Egypt, Mesopotamia, China, India, and Islam: 
A Sourcebook. Princeton University Press, 2007. 

Quiz 2 

Week 6 Magic and Divination I   
 Lecture: divination in 

the ancient world 
  

 Seminar: divination in 
China 

Late Shang Divination Records from Ebrey, P. B. (Ed.). (2009). 
Chinese civilization: A sourcebook. Simon and Schuster. 

Source analysis paper 1 

 Seminar: divination in 
ancient Greece 

“Necromancy” from Ogden, Daniel. Magic, witchcraft, and 
ghosts in the Greek and Roman worlds: a sourcebook. Oxford 
University Press, USA, 2002. 

 

Week 7 Magic and Divination II   
 Lecture: divination in 

the medieval and early 
modern world 

  

 Seminar: Divination in 
premodern Russia 

Sections from Ryan, William Francis. The bathhouse at 
midnight: an historical survey of magic and divination in 
Russia. Penn State Press, 1999. 

 

 Seminar: divination in 
early modern European 
medicine 

Sections from the Casebooks project website: 
https://casebooks.lib.cam.ac.uk/  

 

Week 8 Magic and Sex   
 Lecture: magic, sex, and 

control 
  

 Seminar: sex magic in 
the ancient world 

“Erotic Magic” from Ogden, Daniel. Magic, witchcraft, and 
ghosts in the Greek and Roman worlds: a sourcebook. Oxford 
University Press, USA, 2002. 

 



 Seminar: sex magic in 
early modern Russia 

Sections from A. L. Toporkov (ed.) Russkie zagovory iz 
rukopisnykh istochnikov XVII- pervoi poloviny XIX v. (Moscow: 
Indrik, 2010) 

 

Week 9 Magic: the sceptics   
 Lecture: developing 

scepticism 
  

 Lecture: doubting 
confessions 

“Frias: The Unreliability of Confessions” from Levack, B.P., 
2015. The witchcraft sourcebook. Routledge. 

 

 Seminar: doubting 
magic 

“Scott: Unreality of witchcraft” from Levack, B.P., 2015. The 
witchcraft sourcebook. Routledge. 

Quiz 3 

Week 10 Image magic II   
 Lecture: Poppets and 

the emergence of the 
Voodoo Doll 

  

 Seminar: dolls and magic https://museumofwitchcraftandmagic.co.uk/exhibitions/2017-
exhibition-poppets-pins-and-power-the-craft-of-cursing/  

 

 Seminar: Voodoo dolls Selection of images from museum collections  
Week 11 Illusions I   
 Lecture: premodern 

illusions 
  

 Seminar: necromancy 
and illusions 

Sections from Kieckhefer, Richard. Forbidden rites: a 
necromancer’s manual of the fifteenth century. Penn State 
Press, 1998. 

 

 Seminar: necromancy 
and illusions cont. 

Sections from Kieckhefer, Richard. Forbidden rites: a 
necromancer’s manual of the fifteenth century. Penn State 
Press, 1998. 

 

Week 12 Illusions II   
 Lecture: Modern Stage 

Magic 
  



 Seminar: discussing 
modern illusions 

Introduction from Houdini, Harry. Houdini on magic. Dover 
Press, Reprint 2003. 

 

 Seminar: trying modern 
illusions 

Sections from Houdini, Harry. Houdini on magic. Dover Press, 
Reprint 2003. 

 

Week 13 Salem Trials I: the 
events 

  

 lecture: magic on trial Chapters on the prosecutions at Bamburg, Wurzberg, and 
Bonn from Kors, Alan, Alan Charles Kors, and Edward Peters, 
eds. Witchcraft in Europe, 400-1700: A documentary history. 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 

 

 Lecture: magic on trial in 
Salem 

Cotton Mather “A Discourse on Witches” from Kors, Alan, Alan 
Charles Kors, and Edward Peters, eds. Witchcraft in Europe, 
400-1700: A documentary history. University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2001. 
And 
https://innerlives.org/2019/09/16/witches-at-night-creative-
responses-to-early-modern-witch-trials/  

 

 Seminar: certainty and 
doubt 

The Recantation of the Salem Village Jurors from Kors, Alan, 
and Edward Peters, eds. Witchcraft in Europe, 400-1700: A 
documentary history. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 

Quiz 4 

Week 14 Salem Trials II: the 
database 

  

 Lecture: reading trial 
records 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/a-brief-history-of-
the-salem-witch-trials-175162489/  

 

 Computer session on 
the database 

Interrogations of Tituba 
http://salem.lib.virginia.edu/n125.html  

 

 Computer session on 
the database 

  

TBC   Source analysis paper 2 
 


