HST3103/4 - Seminar 16: Witchcraft Sensationalism: witchcraft pamphlets
Seminar Aims:

Witchcraft was a scandal as well as a crime.  The issue of scandal often appears in witchcraft trials.  We examine it here in two parallel contexts.  The first is that of the popular ballad and chapbook, the mechanisms by which scandal was manufactured for public consumption.  We shall need to discover what we currently know about the manufacture, distribution and market for such works, and that takes us towards issues of literacy and the appetite for a ‘literary’ presentation of witchcraft scandal.  The second context, however, is the oral one; of scandal as gossip and defamation.  Here we must examine how ‘gossip’ was gendered; how defamation was a prosecutable offence, and in what circumstances a witchcraft case became one of slander or defamation.

Questions to consider:

1.  What do we know about the production, distribution and consumption of ‘chapbooks’ and ‘ballads’ in Tudor and Stuart England; and how does it help us to understand the ‘popularising’ of witchcraft scandal?

2.  Why was ‘gossip’ what women did., and how does it help us to understand witchcraft accusations?

3.  In what circumstances was defamation and slander relevant in witchcraft cases?

Primary Texts:

Two examples of ‘witchcraft pamphlets’ to consider as ‘chapbooks’:-

The most wonderfull and true storie, of a certaine witch named Alse Gooderige of Stapen hill (London, 1597)

John Phillips, The Examination and confession of certaine wytches at Chensforde in the countie of Essex (London, 1566) .

Secondary Reading:

Marion Gibson, Reading Witchcraft: Stories of Early English Witches (London: Routledge, 1999), esp. ‘Witchcraft Trials - how to read them’, pp. 63 et seq.

Marion Gibson, 'Understanding Witchcraft? Accusers' Stories in Print in Early Modern England', in Languages of Witchcraft: Narrative, Ideology and Meaning in Early Modern Culture, ed. by Stuart Clark (London: Macmillan, 2001), pp. 41-55.

Marion Gibson, Early Modern Witches: Witchcraft Cases in Contemporary Writing (London: Routledge, 2001).

Gareth Roberts, 'The Descendants of Circe: Witches and Renaissance Fictions', in Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe: Studies in Culture and Belief, ed. by Jonathan Barry, Marianne Hester and Gareth Roberts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 183-206.

Sandra Clark, The Elizabethan Pamphleteers: Popular Moralistic Pamphlets, 1580-1640 (London: Athlone Press, 1983).

Tessa Watt, Cheap Print and Popular Piety, 1550-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).

Margaret Spufford, Small Books and Pleasant Histories.  Popular Fiction and Its Readership in Seventeenth-Century England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

David Cressy, Angus Bowker's Cat: Travesties and Transgressions in Tudor and Stuart England (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000).

David Cressy, Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writing in Tudor and Stuart England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980).

Adam Fox, 'Ballads, Libels and Popular Ridicule in Jacobean England', Past and Present, 145 (1994).

Laura Gowing, Domestic Dangers: Women, Words and Sex in Early Modern London. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996).
_____________

