HST3103/4 - Seminar 20: The Witchcraze in Essex
Seminar Aim:
In this seminar, we will be examining the craze of witch-hunting in Essex during the civil wars. In the summer of 1645, there were fifty indictments against suspected witches and in July of this year, 36 women were imprisoned or tried for witchcraft at the Essex Assizes, 19 of whom were executed as a result.  A key figure in the 'witch-craze' of 1645 was Matthew Hopkins. We will be considering, in particular, the role of Matthew Hopkins as witch-hunter and attitudes towards him and his work. We will also discuss the politics of such an outbreak of witchcraft accusations and prosecutions in Essex and other East Anglian counties during the years 1645-1648 and will consider briefly the geographical specificity of witchcraft accusations and the prosecution of witchcraft. The first text we will be looking at details the depositions and examinations of the witnesses and those accused of witchcraft in Essex in the summer of 1645. The second text is a defense by Hopkins himself, to certain queries 'lately delivered to the Judges of Assize for the County of Norfolk'.

Questions to Consider:
What reasons does the author give for publishing the details of the witchcraft trials in Essex in 1645?

What does A True and Exact relation tell us about witchcraft accusations in Essex in 1645? What does it further reveal about Matthew Hopkins?

What themes characterise the 'Queries' that Hopkins answers in his 'Discovery of Witches'?

Why might Matthew Hopkins have come to prominence at this particular time as a Witch-hunter?
Consider what role witches and witch-finders played in local communities in the civil war context. 
How might the political, social and cultural context of these years (1645-48) have affected beliefs in, practices of and accusations and prosecutions of witchcraft?
Core Reading:
A True and Exact relation (1645). This text can be quite difficult to read so you may want to compare it to an online version of the text which is more legible. ONLINE VERSION OF TEXT
Matthew Hopkins, The Discovery of Witches (1647) ONLINE VERSION OF TEXT. This online version also has links to digital images of the original version of the text. It will be useful to click on these digital images as well so you can get a sense of how the text was originally presented.

It may also be helpful for you to read the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography's entry on Hopkins, Link to ODNB - Matthew Hopkins
Further Reading:
Macfarlane, A., ‘The Witch Movement of 1645 in Essex’ in Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England, ed. A. Macfarlane (New York, Harper and Row, 1970)

Macfarlane, A., ‘Witchcraft: Tudor and Stuart Essex’ in Witchcraft Confessions and Accusations, ed. M. Douglas (London, Tavistock, 1970), pp. 81-102

Macfarlane, Alan, Witchcraft in Tudor and Stuart England : a regional and comparative study (1970), especially chapter 9, pp. 135-144
Purkiss, D., ‘Desire and its Deformities: Fantasies of Witchcraft in the English Civil War’, Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, vol.26, no. 1 (1996-7), pp. 103-32.

Sharpe, James Anthony, ‘The devil in East Anglia : the Matthew Hopkins trials reconsidered’ in Barry, Jonathan; Hester, Marianne; Roberts, Gareth (ed.), Witchcraft in early modern Europe : studies in culture and belief (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 237-54
Sharpe, James Anthony, 'The Devil in East Anglia : the Matthew Hopkins Trials Reconsidered' in Levack, Brian P. (ed.), New Perspectives on Witchcraft, Magic and Demonology : vol. III : Witchcraft in the British Isles and New England (New York: Routledge, 2001), pp. 323-40
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