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Preface
 

This is a book about the Christian Devil. In pursuing this elusive figure, it inevitably touches on themes that belong to other traditions as well: the origins and nature of evil, the concept of temptation, the role of religion and religious ways of thinking in human life, and the possible existence of supernatural powers. But at its heart is the Christian understanding of Satan, developed through two millennia of Western theology, literature, and lived experience. The book seeks to mine this tradition for insights and ideas that might reward the attention of modern readers, believers and sceptics alike.

The Devil has many names, and these reflect the many roles he has played in human history and imagination. The ‘Satan’ of the Hebrew Old Testament refers to a being who acts as an opponent or an obstacle; this was rendered in Greek as ‘the adversary’ or ‘slanderer’, and subsequently Latinized as diabolus, spawning the English ‘Devil’. This book follows the Christian tradition of using the various names of the evil one interchangeably, except where the context demands that distinctions are preserved.

The literature of Satan is vast – indeed, it rivals that of his Heavenly enemy. In writing this book, I have chosen a particular path through the crowded terrain, and remain aware that many others are possible. The Introduction sets out the Devil’s role in Christian thinking about evil and the punishment of sinners, and suggests that he occupies a necessary and rational place in Western religious culture. This is followed by a survey of ideas about Satan from the early church to the 20th century. The third chapter explores various ways in which the Devil interacts with humankind: as the cosmic ‘leader of the opposition’, a source of temptation in mind and body, a possessing spirit, and the associate of conjurers and saints. Chapter 4 considers the depiction of Satan by writers, artists, and film-makers. The last chapter considers his relevance in the contemporary world, and suggests some lessons and warnings from the Christian tradition of ‘thinking with demons’.

I have acquired numerous debts while writing this text, and try to acknowledge them in the pages that follow. I am grateful for the support of my editors at Oxford University Press, and the kindness of colleagues at the University of Worcester. Thanks are also due to the monks of Prinknash Abbey in Gloucestershire, who accommodated me (and any demons that hid in my bag) during the writing of much of this work. This book on a dark subject emerged from a bright and serene place.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
 

Who is the Devil?
 

In 1942, the poet W. H. Auden posed an unconventional question to a group of Sunday school children: ‘Do you know what the Devil looks like?’ His answer was equally direct: ‘The Devil looks like me.’

Auden’s remark reflected a tradition of viewing the Devil as an indwelling spirit of evil, a tradition that was especially strong in the Anglo-American Protestantism to which he was an heir. In this view, demonic powers were so entwined with human thoughts and desires that Satan revealed himself most often in the faces of ordinary people. In Auden’s case, this sentiment was sharpened by personal experience. One night in July 1941, his lover, Chester Kallman, had admitted infidelity and declared the end of their relationship. The couple fell asleep together, until Kallman awoke to find Auden clasping his hands around his throat. The poet later confessed that he was ‘in intention, and almost in act, a murderer’; and years later, he recalled that he had discovered ‘in person what it is like to feel oneself the prey of demonic forces’. This was Auden’s most fiercely personal encounter with the satanic ‘powers of this world’. His determination to confront these powers – both within himself and his society – has led some critics to read his poetry as a kind of symbolic exorcism of the demons of the 20th century.

For Auden and many readers of this book, the Devil is essentially a metaphor. He represents a conflux of influences – social, political, biological, and psychological – that promote destruction and pain. This understanding of the Devil is surprisingly old: many 1st-century Jews viewed the world as a battlefield between powers of good and evil, with oppressive political structures expressing the dominance of the latter. Demonic forces have often been equated with whole cultures or institutions. ‘The ancient enemy’, wrote the 6th-century pope St Gregory the Great, ‘is one person with the whole collection of sinners’. By extending Satan’s role in this way, the struggle against him could merge into a wider confrontation with the myriad sources of human wrongdoing. In the Judaeo-Christian tradition, however, the Devil was also a personality. He was alive. A mighty spirit with an active will, he was known by and acknowledged many names: Satan, Lucifer, the evil one, the enemy, the ‘prince of this world’, the ‘father of lies’, and the ‘prince of darkness’. Understood in this way – one less compatible with the assumptions of many 21st-century people – Satan was more than an abstract principle: he was a living being who deliberately caused suffering and death, and possessed a voice that spoke directly to men and women in order to bring them to destruction.

As both an abstract idea and a (real or imaginary) character, the Devil has played an enormous role in Western culture. This is despite the fact that he is identified almost entirely in negative terms: he is defined by what he is not rather than what he is – as the enemy of goodness and life, or a kind of vicious emptiness. In the 5th century, St Augustine argued that evil can be understood only as an absence of positive qualities, like the darkness in a room when a candle is snuffed out. In this sense, Satan is truly the ‘prince of darkness’. Modern theologians in the Augustinian tradition continue to perceive him in this way. Thus the Lutheran Robert W. Jenson describes the evil one as ‘the incarnation of vacuity’. For Jenson, ‘the only description possible of the Devil is a description of what is the matter with him. The only predicates of the Devil are his deficiencies, for the Devil is the angel who refuses to be one.’ W. H. Auden, again, understood this tradition. In ‘New Year Letter’ (1940), he mocked Satan’s nullity: the fiend had ‘no positive existence’, and was merely a ‘recurrent state / of fear and faithlessness and hate’.

The Devil is also negative in another way. As the personification of all that is believed to be wicked, he can serve as a container for everything that an individual or a community rejects. He is a kind of black mirror. Oddly enough, this negative quality has contributed to Satan’s endurance: as the ‘ancient enemy’, he has meant various things to various people in various situations, while retaining his status as the eternal spirit of wickedness. Satan’s role as ‘the adversary’ is a recurring theme in this book, and for now it is sufficient to note that the concept of a cosmic ‘leader of the opposition’ has served many social and psychological needs. This introduction will concentrate on the importance of the Devil in religious thought and history, and will argue that he is indissolubly involved in the theology of human suffering and the concept of the afterlife. He is also indispensable to our understanding of the Christian past. In brief, it is hard to imagine Christianity without him.

‘God’s hangman’: Satan and the problem of evil
 

The problem of evil can be briefly stated, although its definitive solution has evaded theologians for two millennia. If the world was created by a perfectly loving and all-powerful God, why does it contain innocent suffering? An omnipotent God could prevent the experience of undeserved pain, and a benevolent God would surely wish to do so – but evidence of unmerited suffering is easy to find. Babies die of painful inherited diseases; floods and famines claim innocent lives; and the horrors of war fall indiscriminately on civilian populations. As the contemporary theologian Charles T. Mathewes has observed, the world we inhabit ‘seems cruelly inappropriate for the sort of account Christianity proposes…. In this situation, to say that “God is love” can seem like handing daisies to a psychopath.’ Marilyn McCord Adams, one of the leading Episcopalian scholars of the question of evil, has noted more mildly that it is ‘the deepest of religious problems’. Most importantly, perhaps, this problem is not confined to the abstract realm of theology. Rather, it belongs to any believer who has been forced to confront the apparent injustice of the world.

The concept of Satan has provided a vital resource for those facing the problem of evil. Indeed, it is possible to argue that the Devil emerged for this purpose. In their studies of the ‘Satan’ character in the Old Testament, the historians Jeffrey Burton Russell and Neil Forsyth have noted that a cosmic enemy of God was unnecessary when the Maker was perceived to be the author of both good and evil. In the books of Job and Second Isaiah, God was presented unambiguously in this role. The translation of Isaiah 45:7 in the Authorized Version is especially stark: ‘I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, and create evil: I the Lord do all these things.’ Correspondingly, the Satan figure in the Hebrew Bible is normally portrayed as an obedient servant of God. The problem of evil only emerged with the appearance of an entirely benevolent Creator. According to Russell, this image of God developed in the later books of the Old Testament and as a result, a more independent and malevolent concept of Satan was born. This was evident in the apocalyptic Jewish literature that preceded the New Testament, and reached its zenith in the accounts of Christ’s confrontations with the Devil.

While the need to resolve the problem of evil probably contributed to the historical construction of Satan, the ancient enemy has undoubtedly played a leading role in attempts to reconcile God’s goodness with the existence of innocent suffering. It is helpful to divide suffering into two types: what theologians refer to as ‘moral evil’ and ‘natural evil’. The former includes acts that result from moral choice, such as genocide and war. ‘Natural evil’ refers to calamities of nature, involving events such as famine, disease, earthquakes, and floods. Satan’s hand has been detected in both kinds of evil.

Most famously, the Devil’s temptation of Eve in the Garden of Eden led to the first human transgression, the decision to disobey God by eating the forbidden fruit. In fact, the tempter in Genesis is not described as the Devil at all: rather, it is a cunning serpent with the ability to talk (Gen. 3:1). Later tradition identified the serpent so closely with the evil one that some readers may be surprised to learn that he appears nowhere by name in the Book of Genesis. The elision of the serpent with Satan indicates the importance of the Devil in one Christian strategy to solve the problem of evil. In this account, Adam and Eve were created free by God – who could not have constrained their will without undermining His creation; the Devil seized the chance to corrupt them, and as a result they were cast out of Eden. Thus human freedom, goaded by Satan, led to a moral evil that God could not prevent. In their fallen condition, the daughters and sons of Eve have remained prey to demonic temptation in a broken and sinful world.

Satan has also been essential to explanations of natural evil. In part, this follows from his intervention in the Garden of Eden, as God visited hardship and suffering on the first humans and their progeny as a result of their disobedience. Additionally, the Devil has often been identified as the agent behind natural calamities. The theologians of the early church explained some disasters as just ‘acts of God’ designed to bring sinners to repentance; but they ascribed others to the activity of demons. This way of thinking has proved surprisingly enduring. It features in a modified form in the work of Alvin Plantinga, perhaps the leading contemporary Christian philosopher of the problem of evil. Plantinga has developed a systematic response to the claim that it is logically impossible for God to be all-loving and all-powerful while permitting evil to exist. He follows St Augustine in arguing that the Creator had to accept the possibility of human wrongdoing as the price for making morally free creatures that were capable of obedience. This argument works well for moral evil; but what about the innocent suffering caused by disease, earthquake, and flood? Here Plantinga introduces the Devil. It is logically possible, he argues, for a perfectly good and omnipotent God to create angels with free will. Like human beings, such creatures would be capable of evil; they might also possess superhuman powers. It follows that the Devil could cause natural disasters that a loving and all-powerful God could not prevent. Crucially, these statements do not have to be true – or even plausible – for Plantinga’s argument to stand. As long as they are logically consistent, they prove that God’s goodness and omnipotence are compatible with the existence of natural evil. Rather like a physicist who finds it necessary to hypothesize a hidden cause to complete an equation, Plantinga needs the Devil as a theoretical construct to complete his philosophy.

For some thinkers, Satan’s involvement in natural evil extends beyond human suffering. The animal kingdom is filled with pain. As the theologian Christopher Southgate and the sociologist Peter Berger have observed, biological evolution is propelled largely by suffering and waste. As Berger noted in 2004, there was ‘immense pain driving the evolutionary process long before human history began, with entire species of animals suffering and being swept into oblivion’. This suggests that animal pain is built into creation. C. S. Lewis, the Christian author of The Chronicles of Narnia, confronted this issue robustly in the 1940s by asking whether a loving God would have designed such a system. ‘The intrinsic evil of the animal world’, Lewis wrote, suggests that the Devil ‘may well have corrupted the animal creation before man appeared’. This thought gave theological substance to the poetic observation of Robert Frost, who saw a ‘design of darkness’ in the tiny horrors of the world of invertebrates. In this view, Satan is truly the god of this world, and predators and parasites obey his laws.

While the involvement of demonic forces in wickedness and pain helps to preserve the idea of a loving Creator, it also extends Satan’s power over much of creation. At its most pessimistic, this view elevates the Devil to a kind of cosmic tyrant. In his commentary on St Paul’s letter to the Galatians in 1535, Martin Luther observed that Satan ‘reigns over the whole world as his domain, and fills the air with ignorance, contempt, hatred and disobedience of God. In this Devil’s kingdom we live.’ Such sentiments were balanced, however, by another idea that effectively fettered Satan’s power. This was the doctrine of ‘providence’. Rooted in scripture and the writings of the church fathers, providence holds that all events, whatever their outward appearance, are arranged ultimately for the good of those whom God wishes to save. In ‘God’s most excellent scheme of things’, as St Augustine explained, the actions of Satan will always produce beneficial outcomes – either in this world or the next. Thus when the Devil torments the wicked, he executes divine justice; and when he torments the righteous, they learn perseverance and come nearer to God. In an image frequently used by writers on the doctrine, the Lord ‘brings light out of darkness’. Perhaps the most luminous depiction of the plight of Satan under providence is found in John Milton’s epic poem on the fall of humankind, Paradise Lost (1667). Here the Devil’s malevolence ‘served but to bring forth/Infinite goodness’. After his expulsion from Eden, Adam rejoices in this strange discovery:

O goodness infinite, goodness immense!


That all this good of evil shall produce,


And evil turn to good.


In a very different context in the late 20th century, William Peter Blatty addressed the same theme in his bestselling horror novel The Exorcist (1971). Here the Devil’s possession of a young girl leads a Catholic priest to recover his abandoned faith in the face of otherworldly powers. The girl is saved and the priest dies in a state of heroic piety – and God brings light from darkness.

When the Devil is viewed as an agent of providence, the crucial issue is his will. The outcome of his actions may be good, but his intention is always wicked. He is God’s enemy and wants only to destroy. This idea was captured in a metaphor employed often in the 16th and 17th centuries: Satan was ‘God’s hangman’. He performed evil deeds for the purpose of divine justice, but had no interest in justice himself. In The Great Mystery of Providence (1695), the English divine George Gifford noted that ‘in all kingdoms the vilest of men are made use of for executioners, and indeed there is none fit for this work but the wicked’. The justice and safety of kingdoms demanded that malefactors should suffer torture and death, but only depraved men would volunteer to inflict the necessary pain. In a similar way, Satan takes malicious pleasure in the suffering he causes, but his actions serve the purposes of a benevolent God. Thus the will of both God and the Devil are involved in evil acts; but God’s will is good while the Devil’s is malignant. Satan remains the enemy of divine purposes, but he nonetheless acts as their agent.

Readers may ponder the implications of this subtle doctrine, and question whether the concept of providence is compatible with the Devil’s freedom to rebel against God. Speculations of this kind have filled libraries. For the great majority of ordinary believers, however, such opaque questions are probably irrelevant. The concept of Satan provides a potent psychological resource: it permits the comfort of believing in a benevolent and all-powerful Creator while conceding that an evil power is at work in the suffering in the world. As Sigmund Freud pointed out, this makes it possible to love the one while despising the other. The value of the Devil is also evident in another area of Christian thought: the concept of judgement in a world to come.

The Devil and the damned
 

It is harder to imagine Heaven than Hell. In medieval and early modern paintings of the Last Judgement, the blessed are shown entering the ethereal city, but the splendours that lie beyond are seldom revealed. The damned, in contrast, are depicted in the throes of a million agonies. The tumbling bodies and infernos of Roger van der Weyden, Hans Memling, and Hieronymus Bosch, and a host of lesser and anonymous artists, still command the imagination in the 21st century. They contribute images to countless books and articles on witchcraft and demonism; and they serve as a template for imaginary horrors and a reference point for writers and artists responding to contemporary atrocities. For example, the attack on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001 reminded the poet John Fuller of a medieval Hellscape: the falling bodies of its victims were like those ‘spilling from an altarpiece’.

These familiar images contain a revealing anomaly. The Devil never suffers in Hell. He rules an empire of pain, assisted by demons that gleefully break the bodies of human sinners; but neither Satan nor his minions are tormented themselves. This is despite the insistence by orthodox writers from the New Testament onwards that the Devil, as the greatest sinner and enemy of God, is eternally damned. This discrepancy can be explained in part by the fact that, as Charles Zika has noted, visual images ‘have their own independent histories’: they do not simply echo the dominant ideas that are expressed in other sources. Satan’s role as the scourge of evildoers in Hell also reflects his status as God’s hangman: his viciousness is loosed on those whom God chooses to punish in his infinite justice. These factors cannot, however, explain why the Devil’s role as a punisher is emphasized overwhelmingly in representations of Hell, and his role as the condemned prisoner of God is virtually ignored. The answer can probably be found in the core message that the concept of Hell is used to convey: that the wicked will suffer in the afterlife. As creatures that rejoice in inflicting pain, Satan and the fallen angels – rather than God and the Heavenly Host – appear to be fitting administrators in the kingdom of torment.
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1. In Hans Memling’s depiction of the last judgement (1467–71), the damned are driven and dragged into Hell, where the din of screams contrasts to the music of Heaven

 

The emphasis on punishment in Hell is illustrated by the concept of contrapasso, by which the damned were believed to suffer tortures corresponding to their sins on earth. In the 15th-century Last Judgement painted by the workshop of Fra Angelico, demons force-feed gluttons with disgusting food and pour molten gold down the throats of misers. Grotesque torments of this kind focus attention on the earthly transgressions for which they were invented. In the most intricate literary presentation of this theme, Dante’s Inferno catalogues the tortures reserved for particular categories of sinners. Thus, ‘the spirits of those who were overpowered by anger’ are condemned to bite, butt, and beat one another in a fetid swamp:

They struck each other, and not only with their hands,


But with their heads and chests and with their feet,


Biting each other to pieces bit by bit.


The savage ingenuity of Dante’s vision extends to intellectual crimes as well. Chillingly, those who deny the resurrection of the body are laid in open coffins that will be sealed on the Day of Judgement, leaving them to contemplate an eternity of live burial. Such torments display the ‘fearful devices of justice’.

How did the contemplation of these otherworldly punishments affect the living? The contemporary philosopher John Casey has argued that an intense belief in personal immortality is normally accompanied by a ‘terror of judgment after death’, and uses the Christian concept of Hell as an illustration. In this context, many scholars have quoted the 15th-century poet François Villon, who described the experience of his illiterate mother confronting images of the afterlife in her parish church:

I’m just a poor old woman on the earth,


I don’t know anything, can’t read or spell;


In church I see paradise painted, mirth,


Where harps and lutes are; then a hell


Where all the damned are boiling where they fell.


One gives me fear; one joy and bliss to face.


Villon’s account of the fear of Hell seems intuitively true. But it does not necessarily follow that such feelings dominate people’s behaviour. The fear of damnation did not prevent Villon himself from leading a violent and criminal life, culminating in his expulsion from Paris in 1463. On this point, a testimony from the 20th century is helpful. When the English novelist George Orwell recalled his belief in the afterlife as an adolescent, he observed that he had combined an intellectual acceptance of Hell with a day-to-day indifference towards it:

Almost certainly Hell existed, and there were occasions when a vivid sermon could scare you into fits. But somehow it never lasted. The fire that waited for you was real fire, it would hurt in the same way as when you burnt your finger, and for ever, but most of the time you could contemplate it without bothering.


Such an attitude may well have been familiar in all ages. It would certainly not have surprised those preachers in medieval Europe who castigated their flocks for ‘lukewarmness’ in religion, and for acting as if there were no judgement to come. Indeed, the very prevalence of Hell in the rhetoric and art of the pre-modern world may indicate that, like Orwell, many ordinary believers needed frequent reminders of their potential fate.

The deterrence of sin was only one aspect of damnation, however. Hell’s bonfires also helped to preserve the concept of divine justice. In this respect, Satan’s role as the tormenter of condemned souls addressed another side of the problem of evil: not only do the innocent suffer on earth, but the wicked often prosper. For John Bunyan in 17th-century England, the apparently carefree and successful lives of evildoers – epitomized by his fictional ‘Mr Badman’ – presented a stumbling block to the faithful and an encouragement to the wicked. Divine providence ensured that some evil men and women would be punished on earth; but many others would not. Moreover, hardened sinners were often content in this life: they enjoyed ‘peace and quiet with sin’, and therefore experienced little guilt about their condition. But as Bunyan assured his readers, the inferno prepared for such people meant that life was just after all. He spelled out this idea in the muted horror of the final pages of The Life and Death of Mr Badman (1680): the anti-hero dies peacefully in his bed, but like the sinful rich man in Luke 16:22, he closes his eyes softly and opens them in Hell. Many other writers viewed the charnel pits of damnation as proof of divine justice. Jonathan Edwards, the great 18th-century American theologian, affirmed that in Hell the ‘justice of God will appear strict, exact, awful and terrible, and therefore glorious’. Satan would exact God’s justice on the wicked: ‘The Devil stands ready to fall upon them, and seize them as his own, at what moment God shall permit him.’ Some readers may be appalled by such sentiments. Nonetheless, they reflected an understanding of the cosmos in which justice was unerring, and no wrongdoer could escape appropriate retribution.

While the Devil was widely viewed as God’s executioner in the afterlife, a parallel tradition presented him as the embodiment of Hell. Satan carried damnation within himself. When Mephistopheles appears to Dr Faustus in Christopher Marlowe’s play of 1588–9, the magician asks him how he has escaped from the inferno. ‘Why, this is Hell’, he replies, ‘nor am I out of it’. Even as he enters Paradise, Milton’s Satan has ‘Hell within him, for within him Hell/he brings’. In both cases, the Devil’s plight results from his wilful rejection of God, and the knowledge that he is forever excluded from His kingdom.

The idea that Hell can be a state of mind influenced many later, this-worldly visions of damnation. Perhaps the most ferocious example is found in Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851), where Captain Ahab is driven by annihilating rage to pursue the white whale. Ahab carried ‘Hell in himself’, a chasm from which ‘forked flames and lightnings shot up, and accursed fiends beckoned him to leap down among them’. More placidly, the American satirist Ambrose Bierce wrote of a ‘secret and personal Hell’ in 1911. In the 21st century, most people can probably accept this internalized view of damnation, and the related metaphor of ‘demons in the mind’. The idea of Satan and Hell as external realities is less plausible, however, even for many Christians. But these concepts were integral to Western culture for almost two millennia; and their decline in our own era presents an obstacle to our understanding of the past. We can make sense of the beliefs and actions of our Christian ancestors only by taking the Devil seriously.

The logic of demonism
 

What things do you know about the world, and how do you know them? Some things you will know by observation and inference: the sun rose today and will, presumably, do so tomorrow. But a surprisingly large amount of what you know depends on the testimony of other people, both living and dead. To test this claim, you might consider one of the most basic pieces of information that you possess: your date of birth. This knowledge cannot be acquired by personal observation or recollection. It is usually received from immediate family members – though their account can be checked against a birth certificate. Both methods involve the word of others. The same is true of most knowledge that we possess, outside relatively small areas of direct observation and professional expertise. As the contemporary philosopher C. A. D. Coady has noted, ‘testimony is very important in the formation of much that we normally regard as reasonable belief, and our reliance upon it is extensive’. This reliance, he points out, extends into areas of abstract knowledge such as history and science. Indeed, our dependence on the word of others is probably greater in these areas, as they require an unusual degree of specialist learning. Much of what we know comes second-hand – and as such is shaped by historical circumstances. Like all aspects of human activity, core assumptions about the world are subject to change over time. Such ‘background beliefs’ will shape the testimony on which we base our understanding of life.

The existence of Satan was a given in pre-modern Europe and America. As a consequence, educated and reasonable people often factored him into their thinking. In the last thirty years, historians and philosophers have observed that this practice was neither irrational nor ‘superstitious’: like our own core assumptions, the Devil was simply part of the perceived reality of the pre-modern world. The historian Stuart Clark has shown that ‘thinking with demons’ was an integral part of scholarship in the medieval and early modern age, and contributed to a sophisticated understanding of topics as diverse as witchcraft and natural science. He insists that this tradition should not be dismissed because the beliefs on which it depended no longer seem credible: to do so would be to misunderstand the past. From a different perspective, the philosopher Charles Taylor has argued that it was ‘virtually impossible’ not to accept a religious interpretation of the world in the pre-Enlightenment age. In such a culture, he points out, evil spirits were not only credible but also a source of genuine anxiety. There was nothing ‘theoretical’ about them: ‘They were objects of real fear, of such compelling fear that it wasn’t possible to entertain seriously the idea that they might be unreal.’ The existence of demonic forces was both an accepted premise in philosophy and an unpleasant fact of life.

What, then, were the consequences of thinking with demons? The existence of an ‘invisible world’ of spirits meant that certain things were theoretically possible that now seem unbelievable. It was generally accepted that Satan was bound by the laws of nature, but within these limits his superhuman knowledge and abilities allowed him to perform extraordinary feats. These included, for example, lifting bodies into the air and reanimating the dead. Both acts were described in the encounter between St Peter and the magician Simon Magus in Jacobus de Voragine’s 13th-century compendium of the lives of the saints, The Golden Legend. Peter and Simon were brought before the emperor Nero to test their respective powers. Simon attempted to revive a cadaver: ‘he began his incantations over the corpse, and those standing around saw the dead man move his head’. Peter recognized that this was the Devil’s work, and challenged Simon to make the man rise up and talk. The magician was moved away, and then Peter called on Christ truly to resurrect the dead body. This time ‘the youth instantly arose and walked about’. In their next confrontation, Simon climbed a high tower and declared that he would ascend to Heaven. Voragine recorded the sequel to this unfortunate boast:

He jumped off and began to fly…. Then Peter said: ‘I abjure you, angels of Satan, you who are holding Simon up in the air, I abjure you in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord! Stop holding him up and let him fall!’ They released him at once and he crashed to the ground, his skull was fractured, and he expired.


These incidents were cited repeatedly as authentic illustrations of the Devil’s ability to manipulate nature. In the scholarly debates about witchcraft in the 16th and 17th centuries, they were presented as proof of the general principle that evil spirits could transport people through the sky and feign the resurrection of the dead.

The exploits attributed to Simon Magus illustrate the conventions of pre-modern demonism. Voragine did not present Simon’s ‘wonders’ uncritically. He based his account on what he regarded as the most reputable ancient sources, and noted where their versions departed from one another. Most importantly, he was not prepared to ascribe to Satan any powers that were inconsistent with scripture. The Devil’s ability to carry Simon through the air, for example, was confirmed by chapter four in Matthew’s gospel in which the evil one lifted Christ to the roof of the temple. Voragine also limited Satan’s powers in certain ways. Like all creatures under God, he could operate only within the laws of nature; only God Himself could suspend these laws to create miracles. The resurrection of the dead was a true miracle, in which a corpse was fully restored to life. Satan could only feign this effect by manipulating dead flesh. Thus, Simon’s attempt to revive the cadaver only caused its head to stir, whereas the resurrection performed by God through Peter enabled the man to rise up and speak with his own voice. Elsewhere in The Golden Legend, Voragine described another fake resurrection that was exposed by St Macarius. When the saint stopped to rest in a pagan burial site, the Devil caused one of the corpses to speak as if it were alive. Macarius recognized the subterfuge, and like St Peter, he put the Devil to flight by challenging him to make the body get up and walk.

These conventions framed subsequent discussions of Satan’s powers. Some late medieval and early modern scholars denied that the Devil could actually occupy the bodies of the dead, suggesting that false resurrections like the one performed by Simon Magus might have involved simple fakery or some kind of demonic illusion. King James VI of Scotland championed the opposite view in 1597: he claimed that demons could possess cadavers and use them for their own purposes, such as opening windows to enter people’s homes. This argument was rooted in scripture: the New Testament showed that evil spirits could reside in human bodies and even the soulless flesh of swine (Luke 8:33), so why should they not exploit the dead in the same way? Satan’s ability to convey bodies through the air was less controversial. On this point, the evidence of the Bible and other sources – such as those describing Simon Magus’s fatal flight – was unambiguous. Even writers who opposed the prosecution of witches in the 16th century conceded that in principle the Devil could convey his acolytes through the night sky. This consensus did not mean that every alleged episode of satanic intervention was accepted as genuine. Rather, well-informed people accepted the reality of demonic activity in general while keeping an open mind in particular cases. The 17th-century English physician Sir Thomas Browne was probably typical. In Religio Medici (1643), Browne affirmed the existence of evil spirits alongside the operation of natural causes. ‘The Devil doth really possess some men’, he wrote, ‘the spirit of melancholy others, the spirit of delusion others’.

These were not merely technical issues. As a given reality, Satan’s involvement in human affairs could be a matter of the greatest importance. At an individual level, it was necessary to recognize and check the Devil’s influence over mind and body. The ‘powers of this world’ also posed a potential threat to communities: the medieval calendar contained numerous festivals in which demons were scattered by sacraments, processions, or the ringing of bells. Between the late Middle Ages and the 1690s, the fear of a satanic witch cult encouraged judicial persecutions in much of Europe and North America. Still more important was the involvement of the evil one in religious conflict. As the ‘father of lies’, Satan was viewed as the instigator of heresy in Europe from the 11th century onwards, and as the invisible master of ‘false churches’ during the Reformation. The devout and orthodox on all sides believed that disciples of false religion were destined for Hell, so the issues in contention were more significant than many people can imagine today: not so much life and death as eternal life and death. These possibilities existed in a world of intense and certain faith, and flowed from the knowledge that Satan was as real as God. The contours of this world are explored in Chapter 2.
  


Chapter 2
A short history of Satan
 

The historical Devil
 

The history of the Christian Devil is the history of an idea. Like other ideas, the concept of a spirit that personifies evil and opposition to God developed in the context of human societies, and can be examined in this light. The centrality of Satan to Western thought makes him a subject of immense historical interest, quite apart from his religious significance. Theologians may or may not assert the Devil’s existence but, in the words of the historian Robert Muchembled, this is irrelevant to those ‘who are committed to trying to understand what drives societies and holds them together’. Satan matters because men and women have believed in him – and often acted on this belief. As an idea if nothing else, the evil one helped to shape Western culture from late antiquity to the Enlightenment and beyond, and continues to affect the way that millions of people perceive the contemporary world.

Some may find the historical approach to the Devil problematic, however. This is because it assumes that religious ideas are shaped by the cultures in which they emerge, and may change over time in response to developments within these cultures. This assumption unsettles the traditional Christian view of Satan as a spirit pre-dating the human race whose nature was fixed when he rebelled against God. To those who sincerely hold this view, to examine the old enemy as an historical concept is potentially to reduce him to a mere social construction.

The historian Jeffrey Burton Russell has offered perhaps the best response to this concern. According to Russell, the study of the past simply provides the best information available. The intangible nature of Satan means that our knowledge of him is confined to what others have believed, whether or not we hold these beliefs as well. Thus, the ‘only sure knowledge we have about the Devil is our knowledge of his historical development’. The pages that follow trace this development from the time of the New Testament to the height of Satan’s influence in the Middle Ages and the Reformation, and then follow his slow but noisy retreat from the centre of Western life.

Satan in the early church
 

The Devil is an elusive figure in the Old Testament. In the original text, the word ‘Satan’ is seldom used as a proper name, and appears most often as ‘the Satan’. The root meaning of the Hebrew śtn is ‘someone who obstructs or objects or acts as an adversary’. The word is used in this sense in the famous passage in the Book of Job where an adversary appears in the Heavenly Court to question the righteousness of Job (Job 1:6–11). In this sequence and elsewhere, the Satan is not an enemy of God: rather, he is an obedient angel whom the Lord sends to test his human servant (Job 1:12). A Satan figure plays a similar role in the Book of Numbers when he blocks the path of Balaam, a non-Israelite prophet who embarks on a journey that God has forbidden. In the words of the Authorized Version, ‘the angel of the Lord stood in the way for an adversary against him’ (Num. 22:22). ‘Satan’ appears as the proper name of a wicked spirit in late Jewish texts such as the Book of Jubilees, an account of divine knowledge revealed to Moses that was written in the 2nd century BC. One passage describes a time when God’s people will ‘live in peace and rejoicing/and there will be no Satan and no evil one who will destroy’ (Jub. 23:29).

This text was part of a wider tendency within Judaism in the centuries before Jesus to propose the existence of an evil spirit opposed to God. In the Book of Chronicles, composed around 400 BC, the name ‘Satan’ is given to an apparently malign and independent entity that inspires King David to the sinful act of holding a census (1 Chr. 21:1). This character is different to the obedient angels described in the Books of Job and Numbers. By the time of the New Testament, Christian writers had consolidated and extended this process: the Devil who confronted Jesus in the gospels was explicitly and consistently the enemy of God. Early Christians also reclassified pagan spirits as demons: beings that were once morally neutral, or merely emanations of the dead, were reinterpreted as wicked spirits. While the New Testament preserved the distinction between such creatures and Satan, its authors began to present them as members of a single confederacy. In the words of Jeffrey Burton Russell, they moved ‘in the direction of consolidating the diverse demons of Near Eastern and Jewish tradition into one host under Satan’s power’.

Where did these beings come from? Jewish apocalyptic literature of the 2nd and 3rd centuries BC described angels that had rebelled against God, and had departed or fallen from Heaven. In the Book of Enoch, the ‘watcher angels’ descend from God’s kingdom to take human wives, and their leader Azaz’el introduces the art of making weapons and cosmetics. Enraged at this behaviour, the Lord commands the angel Raphael to ‘bind Azaz’el hand and foot and throw him into the darkness’ (1 Eno. 10:4). The idea of disloyal angels condemned by God recurs in the Christian vision of St John of Patmos, composed around the year ad 90. This describes a Heavenly battle in which Satan is routed and hurled with his retinue down to earth. As the Book of Revelation, this text was incorporated in the New Testament in the 2nd century and came to provide the standard account of the Devil’s origin:

And there was war in Heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels, and prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in Heaven. And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. (Rev. 12:7–9)


John’s vision completed the process by which the Old Testament figure of the Satan was transformed into a wicked enemy of God. His status as a rebel angel was apparently confirmed in the Gospel of Luke, in which Jesus attests that ‘I beheld Satan as lightning fall from Heaven’ (Luke 10:18), though the statement in the Gospel of John that he ‘was a murderer from the beginning’ (8:44) preserved the possibility of alternative interpretations.

The struggle against Satan was central to the early Christians. In common with other 1st-century Jewish sects, they perceived the world as a cosmic battleground. This view was at once intensely pessimistic and hopeful: the powers of darkness dominated the earth, but divine intervention would confound and overthrow them. The earliest surviving Christian texts, the letters of St Paul, are framed within this apocalyptic perspective: Paul calls the Devil ‘the God of this world’ (2 Cor. 4:4), and urges believers to ‘put on the whole armour of God’ against him (Eph. 6:12). The deeds of Jesus were presented as acts against Satan. In the words of the first epistle of John, ‘the Son of God was manifested that he might destroy the works of the Devil’ (1 John 3:8). In the earliest gospel, attributed to St Mark and probably composed between the years AD 66 and 70, Jesus’ first act after his baptism was to repel the temptations of Satan in the wilderness (Mark 1:12–13). His subsequent career involved numerous exorcisms and, according to the Acts of the Apostles, his disciples also cast out demons in his name (Acts 16:18; 19:13).

As these texts indicate, the Christian struggle with the evil one occurred at many levels. At its most intimate, it involved the conquest of temptations; and it was also understood, more directly, in terms of demonic possession. At a social level, Paul’s ‘god of this world’ operated through earthly culture and politics. To confront the spiritual enemy, the apostle reminded the Ephesians, the faithful must also stand against ‘spiritual wickedness in high places’ (Eph. 6:16). The 2nd-century church father Tertullian envisioned all Christian life as a conflict with the powers of darkness, and on this basis he rejected any compromise with pagan customs or institutions. It is no coincidence, perhaps, that these ideas emerged in a time of political conflict. The Gospel of Mark was written during the Jewish rebellion that led to the destruction of the Temple at Jerusalem; and the later fathers presided over communities that were subject to sporadic persecution. As the contemporary New Testament scholar Elaine Pagels has argued, the struggle with Satan both explained the opposition that Christians faced and offered the comforting knowledge that their enemies could not prevail.

Satan’s forces were not only abroad in the world; they also sought to corrupt Christianity itself. The early church established a body of ‘true’ doctrine and canonical scripture, and this process was closely linked to the conquest of those beliefs that came to be viewed as ‘heresy’. Under the leadership of Paul, the Jewish movement formed by the earliest Christians began to evangelize and expand among Gentiles, and in the process it absorbed ideas from foreign traditions. The seeds of the new religion grew in unpredictable ways. In the 1st and 2nd centuries, a collection of beliefs known collectively as ‘Gnosticism’ exemplified this tendency. The historian Henry Chadwick has called the struggle against Gnosticism the ‘most decisive battle in church history’, and its outcome helped to fix the concept of the Devil.

At the heart of Gnosticism was the belief that the Christian God was not the same as the creator. The world had been made by an imperfect or even malevolent being, from whom Christ came to free humankind. This view had drastic effects. One group of Gnostics, described loosely as ‘ophites’, identified the serpent in the Garden of Eden with Christ rather than Satan, as it brought men and women true knowledge of the world. The 2nd-century Gnostic leader Marcion compiled the earliest canon of Christian scripture, excluding the whole Old Testament because it was inspired by the flawed creator.

A later resurgence of Gnosticism, led by Mani and dubbed ‘Manichaeism’, claimed that the world was controlled by two eternal principles, a wicked creator and the Christian God: thus all material things were evil. Saint Augustine belonged to this sect before his conversion in ad 386. The church’s response to Gnosticism was both positive and negative. The idea of a flawed creator encouraged the emergence of a Christian alternative: a Devil formed by God that defied its maker. Marcion’s canon of biblical texts led Irenaeus of Lyon to compile an orthodox version. Pointedly, the New Testament came to include the Revelation of John of Patmos, not least because of the passage, quoted above, that identified the serpent with Satan. The conflict with Manichaeism led Augustine to assert the inherent goodness of God’s creation, and to define evil as the absence of good. More destructively, Christian leaders came to identify unorthodox beliefs as a demonic cancer in the church. In his treatise Against Heresies, Irenaeus attributed the spread of false doctrine to the evil one: the Gnostics were, he wrote, ‘agents of Satan’. This view helped to legitimize the exclusion of unorthodox groups from the church, and later their active persecution when Christianity became the religion of the empire.

The conflict with Gnosticism was also the background against which the early fathers developed the most profound Christian doctrine: the concept of salvation. All Christians agreed that Jesus came to ‘destroy the works of the Devil’ – but what exactly did this mean? For the Gnostics, Jesus preached a secret wisdom that enabled believers to free their spirits from the flawed material world. Partly in response to this teaching, the leaders of the church developed the alternative concept of ‘ransom’. This held that Christ died to buy back – or ‘redeem’ – men and women from the consequences of the Fall. But to whom was the payment made? Around the year AD 180, Irenaeus implied that the ransom was paid to Satan, who had held men and women in bondage since persuading them to disobey God: in effect, Jesus offered Himself to the Devil in return for his human captives. This idea was made explicit by Origen and Gregory of Nyssa in the 3rd century, and was later incorporated in the work of Augustine. The ransom offered to Satan was not honoured, however: as Jesus was the Son of God, Satan could not possibly keep him in his power. Thus, the doctrine led to the conclusion that God had deceived the Devil. In the lurid image of Gregory of Nyssa, Jesus concealed his divine nature like a hook inside bait: ‘the Devil, like a voracious fish, gobbling up the bait swallowed the hook of the Godhead… and was caught’. Augustine adapted this simile in the early 5th century, when he described the cross as ‘the Devil’s mousetrap’.

The theological intricacies of Gregory and Augustine were not, of course, the main concern of ordinary believers. The role of Satan for most early Christians was as a spiritual enemy and, perhaps most vitally, a barrier to salvation. The belief that the Devil sought to exclude souls from Heaven was captured in an extraordinary vision received by the desert father St Anthony, and recorded around ad 360 by Athanasius, the Bishop of Alexandria. One night, Anthony was awoken by a voice that called him to the window. Outside he saw a ‘tall and terrifying’ figure whose head touched the clouds, surrounded by ‘winged creatures attempting to fly up to Heaven’. The giant snatched at them as they flew past.

Some of these creatures the tall being caught hold of and threw back to the ground; others he tried unsuccessfully to hold back and seemed annoyed when they managed to fly past him up towards Heaven…. At once a voice came to Anthony, saying ‘Pay attention to what you see’. Then… he began to understand that these were souls that the Devil was obstructing in their ascent. He realized that the Devil took hold of those that were subject to him, but he was tormented by the flight of the holy ones that he was unable to catch.


At the time that Anthony witnessed this spectacle, the church had established itself at the heart of the Roman Empire, and was taking responsibility for thousands of souls. The monstrous figure in his vision was an indispensable part its teachings. The old enemy, whose character had been shaped by the persecution and divisions of an apocalyptic sect, was assuming a central role in a religion with political authority.

The medieval Devil
 

The intellectual challenges faced by the early church have remained, in the words of Henry Chadwick, ‘virtually permanent questions in Christian history’. This is certainly true of the doctrine of Satan; but it is also true that the fathers established a concept of the evil one that possessed great subtlety and explanatory power. This concept was developed fully in the magisterial works of Augustine, which established the framework of demonism throughout the Middle Ages. Augustine’s Devil was the archetypal sinner, who fell from Heavenly perfection to wage war against God; he was the serpent in Eden who brought sin and death into the world, and wished ‘to dwell in the hearts of men’ and ‘speak there all the things that are conducive to leading us astray’. A thing of darkness and cold, he was defined by what he lacked. But he was also a strange agent of providence who unwillingly served the purposes of God.

In the wake of the barbarian invasions of the 5th century, the theology of the Devil was preserved within monasteries and scattered Christian communities throughout the fractured empire. Rome remained the political centre of the church, and sought to accommodate and, wherever possible, convert the invaders. This process was exemplified in the late 6th century under the pontificate of Gregory the Great, who initiated missions to pagan populations across Western Europe. As the historian Ronald Finucane has observed in the context of Anglo-Saxon England, these missions exploited the power of the church over local demons: they won converts ‘by reciting stronger charms [and] routing braver devils’ than their opponents. At an altogether more subtle level, Gregory himself wrote a body of important texts on the evil one. He adapted Augustine to explain the process of demonic temptation: first, Satan implants ‘suggestions’ into the mind; these produce a pleasurable response; and then the sinner acts to realize the imagined pleasures. Moreover, the enemy is a master psychologist who tailors his suggestions to his victims’ sensibilities. Thus the ‘cunning deceiver’ leads the pious to take pride in their spiritual accomplishments, while he baits simpler people with earthly pleasures.

Gregory envisioned the church as part of the social world as well as a collection of devout individuals. By the 7th century (and probably earlier), infants were baptized into the Christian religion, making church membership an integral part of communal identity. The rite involved three exorcisms to drive the Devil from the child. Baptismal exorcism continued throughout the Middle Ages, so the power of the evil one – and the capacity of the priesthood to overcome him – was displayed in the earliest stages of life. Conversely, those excluded from baptism remained in ‘the bonds of Satan’. The church extended its protections through the exorcism of demons that could threaten crops, and the ringing of bells to repel evil spirits. More extensively, holy relics and ‘sacramentals’ such as blessed candles offered protection from the Devil – a power confirmed by Gregory’s Dialogues and numerous later collections of miracle stories.

The medieval concept of Satan was fluid. It acknowledged a single spirit of wickedness alongside numerous lesser demons, all of which expressed their master’s will and could, on occasions, assume his identity. This reflected the diverse ways in which ordinary people appear to have understood the powers of evil. The Devil – or demons – could haunt particular places such as the island of Farne in Northumberland, where he was defeated by St Cuthbert in the 7th century. Evil spirits lurked near gallows and crossroads, and roamed the uncultivated land that bordered human settlements. Such ideas contrasted with the spiritualized view of the evil one in Christian theology, and also tended to fragment his identity into local variations. Medieval religion was sufficiently supple to contain this diversity. Through rituals and sanctified objects, the church offered practical help against the fiend in his many guises. It also acknowledged an economy of supernatural powers – including saints, ghosts, and angels – in which traditional ideas about evil spirits could be readily incorporated.

At the same time that the church engaged with popular beliefs about supernatural evil, it gradually revised Satan’s place in the theology of redemption. St Anselm, the 11th-century Archbishop of Canterbury, rejected the view that God had offered His Son as a ransom to the Devil. Anselm found the idea distasteful on two counts. First, it implied that the evil one enjoyed rights that the Lord was bound to acknowledge. Against this, he asserted that ‘God did not owe the Devil anything except punishment.’ Second, Anselm found the transaction unbecoming of God as it implied that he had tricked the fiend. ‘Truth deceives no one’, he wrote, not even the Devil. Anselm’s alternative theory of ‘satisfaction’ – by which the Son gave his life to the Father to atone for human sins – eventually displaced the idea of ransom; but the process was patchy and slow. In the 12th century, Peter Lombard repeated Augustine’s description of the cross as ‘the Devil’s mousetrap’ in his hugely influential Sentences. Nor did the new doctrine affect medieval representations of Satan. According to the art historian Luther Link, the decline of the idea of ransom ‘had no effect on the Devil’s visual image’. According to Link, the belief that the Devil possessed rights helps to explain why he goes unpunished in medieval depictions of the Last Judgement.

The plurality of ideas about the nature of salvation illustrates the capacity of medieval religion to embrace disparate beliefs. But there were limits to this openness. From the 11th century onwards, a resurgence of heretical sects in Western Europe led to a violent response from the forces of orthodoxy. The most extreme of these groups revived the Gnostic idea that the world was made by an evil deity, and this malign spirit was locked in battle with the Christian God. The adherents of this belief, who became known as Cathars, established communities in Italy and southern France in the 12th and 13th centuries. Around 1210, the following account, possibly written by a former member of the sect, described the creation myth preached by the Cathars in Lombardy:

And, they say, Lucifer is the God who, in Genesis, is said to have created Heaven and earth, and to have accomplished this work in six days. They explain that Lucifer fashioned the body of Adam from the clay of the earth… And for him Lucifer made Eve, in order to cause him to sin through her.


In the Cathar cosmology, all flesh was inherently wicked as it proceeded from this evil creation. The spirit could be freed from the body only through renunciation of the physical world. The inquisition was established in the late 12th century to identify and convert the members of the sect, and to send those who would not recant to the stake. Subsequently, a crusade was preached against the heretics in southern France, culminating in the execution of some 200 Cathars at Montségur in 1244.

The Cathars not only revived an unorthodox view of the Devil; they also confirmed fears within the church that Satan was loose in the world. The most common explanation for the heresy was that its followers were inspired by the father of lies. More crudely, some assumed that the Cathars were in league with the evil one – an idea that would return in later allegations of witchcraft. Around 1147, a monk named Heribert noted the heretics’ satanic affiliations: ‘when they are captured’, he wrote, ‘no chains will hold them, because the Devil himself sets them free’. In 1163, the German prioress and composer Hildegard of Bingen – who had taken the unconventional step as a woman of preaching against the sect – recorded a vision that linked the heresy to Satan’s release from the bottomless pit. It was unsurprising that medieval Christians perceived Catharism in this way. The early fathers had established a tradition of viewing unorthodox beliefs as demonic. As importantly, the Cathars had formed an independent ecclesiastical structure with their own bishops and ministers, and it was natural to assume that this rival to the church of God had originated with the enemy.

The thorough integration of the church into Western society meant that Satan could be viewed not only as the enemy of religion but also as the enemy of all human culture. In the later Middle Ages, Robert Muchembled has argued, the Devil emerged as an imaginary counterpoint to the ideals of monarchy and good government: the King of Hell ruled a perverse anti-world that mirrored the accepted social order. In some exceptional representations, such as the Limbourg brothers’ illustration of Hell in the Duke de Berry’s book of hours in 1415, Satan even wore a crown (Figure 2). More generally, the fiend was the spiritual mastermind behind all earthly sins. The unifying tendency of late medieval religion, accelerated by the need to contain heresy, encouraged the idea of a single and omnipresent source of evil. At the same time, and somewhat paradoxically, Satan’s providential role as the destroyer of the wicked was emphasized. He was a devouring monster that endlessly consumed the damned. In both guises, the Devil’s importance was magnified in times of conflict and suffering; and this was pre-eminently the case in the age of the Protestant Reformation and European witch hunts.

Satan reformed
 

In the comprehensive vision of Gregory the Great, the voice of God (like that of the Devil) could speak to everyone according to their temperaments and needs. It was consistent with this vision that the Western church addressed its members at many different levels: the protections offered by holy relics existed alongside the highly theoretical speculations of academic theologians. Equally, various traditions of religious thought flowed in the broad stream of medieval Catholicism. It was inevitable, perhaps, that this would eventually create tensions that could not be contained within a single body. Alongside the Cathars in the 12th century, other religious movements emerged outside the church. The followers of Waldo of Lyons, known as Waldensians, embraced an apostolic style of Christianity. The English Lollards in the late 14th century espoused similar beliefs, and encouraged ordinary people to read vernacular translations of the Bible. Jan Hus and his followers did the same in 15th-century Bohemia. These medieval reformers did not establish settled alternatives to the church; but a similar movement in Germany in the 1520s led to the permanent division of Christianity into Catholic and Protestant camps.
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2. A crowned Devil is portrayed as the King of Hell in the Limbourg brothers’ illustration from the early fifteenth century

 

Unlike the Gnostics and Cathars, the Protestant reformers did not challenge the church hierarchy on the theology of Satan. Led by Martin Luther in Germany, and later the French reformer John Calvin, the movement imposed a scripture-based model of Christianity that purged perceived ‘superstitions’ from the Roman Church; correspondingly, it held that men and women were saved by divine grace alone, and could not ‘earn’ redemption through religious rites. The Devil’s role in the Reformation was indirect but powerful. Once the breach was made, the logic of demonism accelerated and entrenched division on both sides. At its crudest, this involved simple demonization: Luther came to regard the pope as Antichrist and Catholicism as ‘the Devil’s church’. More subtly, both parties assumed that the father of lies had deluded their opponents. He had disguised falsehood as religious truth. The Swiss Protestant Martin Bucer was wholly typical when he adapted Paul’s warning to the Corinthians in 1551: ‘Satan always transforms himself into an angel of light and his servants into ministers of Christ.’ By the 1550s, Protestants and Catholics believed that Satan had settled his own church in Europe, with their confessional opposites acting as its clergy. This conviction encouraged a huge proliferation of books and pamphlets with demonic themes – a process accelerated by the invention of printing in the middle years of the 15th century.

The leading reformers stoked the flames of satanic conflict. Luther believed that all men and women participated in the struggle between God and the Devil: they were ‘ridden’ by one or the other. Adapting the language of Augustine in The Bondage of the Will (1535), he claimed that where God’s light was absent what was left belonged to the evil one: ‘For what is the whole human race without the spirit but (as I have said) the kingdom of the Devil… a confused chaos of darkness.’ Luther’s final publication, The Description of the Papacy (1545), left no doubt that this darkness contained the Roman Church. Produced for a general audience, the book is a series of woodcuts accompanied by brief texts: in one, the pope is birthed by a demon and cradled by witches; another, entitled ‘The Pope’s Just Reward’, shows the pontiff and his accomplices hanging from a gallows as demons clasp their souls. John Calvin was less savage in his denunciations of Rome but equally convinced of its demonic affiliations. He also called Christians to constant vigilance against the old enemy, and to defend themselves especially from false beliefs disguised as religion. ‘Satan is a wonderful adept at deceiving’, he wrote in 1554, ‘and deludes men with many wiles in the name of God.’

As well as raising awareness of Satan’s power, the Reformation moved his centre of activities inside the human mind. This followed in part from the belief that he fostered false religion: it was mainly through intellectual deceit that he built his kingdom on earth. Additionally, the reformers encouraged a highly introspective style of faith. The believer enjoyed a direct relationship with God and, by extension, the Devil. This tendency was most pronounced within the reformed churches, but it also influenced Catholicism from the middle years of the 16th century, when Rome began to promote vernacular translations of scripture and the practice of spiritual contemplation. Devout men and women on both sides were keenly aware of the Devil’s inner voice. John Bunyan’s account of his temptations in Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666) captured the experience. Alone in his room, Bunyan heard the enemy whisper ‘wicked thoughts’ that filled him with doubt and despair. The tempter was so close, he wrote, that ‘I have felt him behind me pull my clothes’. It is not surprising that many literary depictions of Satan in this period were dramas about temptation: the story of Faust, for example, was a Lutheran tale about the psychology of sin. Strikingly, John Milton based the whole of Paradise Regained (1671) on Christ’s temptation by Satan in the desert. It was through his ‘obedience fully tried/through all temptation, and the tempter foiled’ that Eden was restored.

The reform of Satan extended beyond the minority of devout believers. It stripped away many of the traditional protections that the church had provided against the evil one. German Lutherans initially retained the rite of exorcism in baptism; but the practice was abolished in churches influenced by the more radical Swiss reformers. The Church of England removed the ritual from the Book of Common Prayer in 1552: henceforward, godparents were asked to stand with the child against the Devil until she or he was old enough to face him alone. In the later 16th century, the removal of baptismal exorcism in parts of Germany provoked intense resistance. When the elector of Saxony banned the rite in 1591, a butcher threatened to split open his pastor’s head if he left out the formula at his daughter’s baptism. In England, Scandinavia, and northern Germany – and later in the colonies of North America – Protestant communities lost the protection that had once been provided by relics, sanctified objects, and the intercession of the saints against the Devil. The saving work of the mass at the deathbed was also withdrawn. Only faith in God’s mercy, refreshed by the study of His word, could protect reformed Christians from the prince of this world.

These transitions helped to expand the Devil’s character. As a creature that targeted the mind, Satan himself was increasingly portrayed as a figure of psychological depth. The demon that appeared to Faust in the German legend of 1587, and in Christopher Marlowe’s play a few years later, was capable of self-reflection and even remorse. John Milton’s Satan in Paradise Lost (1667) was a thoughtful and tormented spirit, and rather more complex than his human prey. Thus, it is possible to argue, as some scholars have, that the fiend was transformed from a devouring monster in the late Middle Ages to a more nuanced, and perversely human figure at the beginning of the modern age. The monstrous Devil did not disappear, however. On the contrary, the age of Faust and Milton coincided with intense anxieties about Satan’s capacity to cause destruction on earth. These anxieties fed a sporadic but lethal campaign against witchcraft.

The Devil and witchcraft
 

The legal persecution of witches was an extended, uneven phenomenon that began in the late Middle Ages and continued until the eve of the Enlightenment. There was no single ‘witch hunt’ but rather a series of local trials – including some large-scale panics – that occurred in waves, with the most intense period between 1560 and 1660. Most of Western Europe and parts of colonial America were affected, but the prosecutions were concentrated in the German-speaking lands of the Holy Roman Empire: approximately three-quarters of condemned witches spoke some dialect of German. The scattered and incomplete evidence means that the total number of executions cannot be known, but the best recent estimates put the figure around 50,000, and probably lower. These figures should be set against the sporadic nature of the trials: most involved only one or two individuals, but occasionally persecutions convulsed whole regions. At least 100 people were hanged in the East Anglian witch hunt of 1645–7; in 1589, some 133 witches were burned on one day in the lands of the Convent of Quedlinburg.

The meaning of witchcraft also varied between social groups. Most generally, the crime was understood as a kind of magical assault: witches were believed to practise destructive sorcery – or maleficium – against their victims. This could involve attacks on whole communities through the destruction of crops or disturbances in the weather, or harm to individuals in the form of ‘unnatural’ diseases. A less common but still widespread belief attributed the power of witches to evil spirits. It was sometimes believed that the witch had entered a compact with the spirit, marked by a sign on their body: this could be a blemish or insensible spot on the skin or, in the English tradition, a ‘teat’ used to feed the spirit with blood. Finally, some people believed that witchcraft was a satanic cult: witches gathered at night in profane assemblies, or ‘sabbats’, where they worshipped the Devil and enacted obscene rites and crimes. This last belief was confined to a relatively small and well-educated section of the population, but could be influential when its adherents were involved in the judicial system. Clearly, the Devil was central to this extreme conception of the crime; but he was also present in more common ideas about witchcraft. The wicked spirits responsible for maleficium were often demonic, and the alliance between the spirit and the witch could easily be seen as a satanic pact.

The demonic aspects of maleficium were most obvious when victims were assailed by evil spirits, and especially when this led to full-scale possession. The possession experience was linked closely to witchcraft throughout much of Europe. Typically, victims attributed their affliction to an individual with ill feeling towards them or their family, and sometimes claimed that the spirit had entered their body when they ate food provided by the accused person. Henry Boguet, a judge from the Franche-Comté, described an episode of this kind in 1601. An eight-year-old girl was ‘struck helpless in all her limbs’ after eating a crust of bread from Françoise Secretain, a woman lodging overnight in her parents’ house. A priest confirmed that the child was bedevilled and attempted an unsuccessful exorcism. The girl was finally delivered when her parents prayed for her all night: the next morning, ‘she was thrown to the ground and the devils came out of her mouth in the shape of balls as big as the fist and red as fire’. Secretain was imprisoned and searched for the Devil’s mark, and subsequently confessed to infecting the girl with demons. In this and many similar cases, it appears that the victim and her family perceived the evil spirits primarily as a source of illness: they were more like bodily parasites than spiritual tempters. In contrast, Boguet was preoccupied with the religious aspects of Secretain’s alleged crime: indeed, he took the case as the basis for an extended discussion of the satanic nature of witchcraft.

For most ordinary people in pre-modern Europe, the effects of maleficium were more important than its origins. They sought relief from magical harm through protective magic or the appeasement or punishment of witches; the source of their assailants’ power was at best a secondary concern. Beginning in the 15th century, however, some educated men explained village sorcery in terms of learned magic, and especially the practice of ‘necromancy’ or the invocation of demons. In the 1430s, this approach led the German monk Johann Nider to claim that witches made demonic pacts in order to perform maleficium. The Dominican inquisitor Heinrich Kramer repeated this claim in the influential Malleus Maleficarum (1487). By the early 16th century, the idea that witches were compacted with Satan was established among a section of the European intelligentsia. This belief was sufficiently close to some aspects of popular magic to be credible, and could exist independently of the more virulent idea that witches belonged to a demonic cult. In England, the idea of the pact converged with the widespread belief that witches used imps or ‘sprites’ to harm their neighbours; and the fantasy of a secret conspiracy of witches only emerged, in a somewhat muted form, in the East Anglian trials of 1645.

The conception of witchcraft as an anti-religion with its own meetings, rituals, and perverted festivals was especially prominent in the wave of persecutions that began after 1560. Ironically, the first major contribution to the literature of witchcraft in this period was Johann Weyer’s sceptical treatise, De Praestigiis Daemonum (1563), which argued that maleficium was a demonic illusion and witches were mainly deluded old women. Weyer’s work was answered by numerous scholars who emphasized the real threat posed by witchcraft, and elaborated its cultish aspects. These included the French political theorist Jean Bodin, the suffragen Bishop of Trier Peter Binsfeld, and the Jesuit theologian Martín Del Rio. Around 1600, Del Rio described the events that took place at the witches’ sabbat. After they were transported through the air to a remote location, the satanic rites would commence:

There, on most occasions, once a foul, disgusting fire has been lit, an evil spirit sits on a throne as president of the assembly. His appearance is terrifying, almost always that of a male goat or a dog. The witches come forward to worship him in different ways. Sometimes they supplicate him on bended knee; sometimes they stand with their back turned to him; sometimes they even throw their legs in the air and hold their head, not forwards but tilted right back so that their chin points up to the sky. They offer candles made of pitch or a child’s umbilical cord, and kiss him on the anal orifice as a sign of homage.


These grim events took place only in the pages of learned texts – and the confessions obtained from witches by those who had read them. Some scholars of European witchcraft have believed that a cult of Devil-worshippers really existed, a view embraced in the 19th century by the historian Josef Görres and in the 1920s by the eccentric priest Montague Summers; others have argued that a harmless pagan cult was persecuted by the Christian authorities. These claims have not survived the scrutiny of the surviving trial records in the last 50 years. Tellingly, the most careful investigators in the early modern period reached the same conclusion: Alonso de Salazar Frías, a canon lawyer employed in the Basque Country by the Spanish Inquisition, found no empirical evidence of a witch cult in a series of detailed investigations between 1611 and 1623. Sadly, other judges were less meticulous. The idea of the sabbat was largely self-perpetuating, as authors cited the work of previous experts and supplemented it with new confessions that conformed to the myth. The view that witchcraft was a demonic cult also provided a theological gloss on popular allegations that witches were working together to disturb the weather, following a series of disastrous harvests in Germany and Central Europe after 1560.

The most important role of the Devil in witch trials was at the level of belief. The prosecution of witches happened only when educated men gave credence to popular allegations of maleficium; and the idea of the satanic pact and the sabbat provided the theological framework in which this was possible. Belief in the Devil did not, of course, necessarily lead to witch trials: very few took place before the 15th century, and sceptics such as Weyer and Salazar existed throughout the age of major persecutions. But once the intellectual apparatus was in place, the idea of satanic witchcraft was credible to those involved in the judicial process. Indeed, even critics of the prosecutions accepted the theoretical possibility of the crime while urging caution in particular cases. This pragmatic outlook eventually helped to end the trials. It was only later that witch beliefs came to be seen as inherently ‘irrational’. This new perspective reflected a shift in the intellectual assumptions of a minority of Europeans, and was part of the gradual and uneven process by which Satan was eventually removed from the centre of public life.

Lucifer’s long retreat
 

The withdrawal of the Devil from public affairs was associated with more general trends in the history of Christianity. The process began with the emergence in the late 17th century of a naturalistic view of the world that excluded the immediate influence of supernatural powers. This attitude, which fed into the 18th-century Enlightenment, was confined to a minority of intellectuals and the members of ‘fashionable’ society. It was only much later, and for rather different reasons, that Satan was dislodged from his central place in popular culture. The fortunes of the evil one followed those of religion as a whole in Western cultures: like God and Heaven, Satan and Hell retreated slowly from public discourse into the realm of private belief.

The turn towards naturalism was encouraged in science by the work of Isaac Newton and Robert Hooke, and in philosophy by John Locke. These thinkers did not reject religion: on the contrary, they stressed the role of God as an architect and maker of natural laws. But Newton’s mathematics and Locke’s psychology envisioned the unfolding of divine purposes through fixed processes; and correspondingly they left little space for the intervention of supernatural beings. God’s design was displayed everywhere in the cosmos – but the need for angels and demons was greatly reduced. This shift was accompanied by a subtle adjustment to the concept of evil. According to the contemporary philosopher Susan Neiman, Enlightenment thinkers quietly discarded the idea of ‘natural evil’ – the innocent suffering caused by catastrophes such as the Lisbon earthquake of 1755 – and attributed such events instead to the working of natural laws. This limited Satan’s involvement in the world at the same time that it lifted divine responsibility for a large part of human misery.

The Devil could still survive in the new intellectual landscape. By emphasizing his role in the mind, Protestants had opened the possibility that he worked mainly through third parties rather than direct interventions. In 1726, Daniel Defoe pursued this idea in his satirical treatise The Political History of the Devil. Defoe’s Satan was a kind of criminal mastermind who manipulated events from a distance. He liked to ‘get all his business carried out by the instrumentality of fools’, and ‘in such a manner as that he may seem to have no hand in it’. Some critics have seen Defoe’s Devil as a ‘regulator of evil’ who seldom needed to meddle in human affairs, rather like the remote God of the Enlightenment – though his vision of secret demonic agency owed much to older traditions. Other 18th-century thinkers sought to align the Christian Devil to developments in natural philosophy. In England, John Wesley took an interest in science while insisting on the reality of witchcraft; and in Connecticut Jonathan Edwards developed a theological system that incorporated elements of Newtonian physics. Both men came to lead religious revivals that tapped into traditional beliefs about Satan and Hell, and cultivated the widespread acceptance of these beliefs.

But the intellectual climate that sustained the idea of a personal Devil was less settled that it had once been. In his study of the Austrian Catholic exorcist Johann Joseph Gassner in the second half of the 18th century, H. C. Erik Midelfort has shown that sceptics ridiculed his claims that demons could assail human victims, and suggested that his activities ‘threatened to unleash a new wave of witchcraft trials’. This was despite the fact that Gassner’s ‘cures’ could not be explained adequately by scientific medicine. Another measure of the new environment was the reworking of the story of Faust, the German magician who had reputedly sold his soul to the fiend. In the late 16th century, Christopher Marlowe had presented the evil spirit in the tale as a given reality; by 1808, however, Johann von Goethe was using the satanic aspects of the story to tease a more sceptical audience. Goethe’s Devil tells a witch that she is ‘out of touch. Things have moved on.’ An incredulous observer at a sabbat is confounded by the sight of demons: ‘Vanish, will you!’ he exclaims, ‘This is the Enlightenment.’

A similar tone pervades Percy Bysshe Shelley’s Essay on the Devil and Devils (1820). The poet mocks the embarrassed reserve about the evil one that, he claims, is typical of his age:

There may be observed in polite society a great deal of coquetting about the Devil, especially among divines. They qualify him as the evil spirit; they consider him as synonymous with the flesh. They seem to wish to divest him of all personality… Hell is popularly considered as metaphorical of the torments of an evil conscience and by no means capable of being topographically ascertained. No one likes to mention the torments of the everlasting fire and the poisonous gnawing of the worm that liveth forever and ever.


The scepticism about Satan in ‘polite society’ was accelerated in the later 19th century by new theories in the natural sciences. The emergence of evolution as a viable explanation of human origins had two major effects: it undermined the doctrine of the Fall in the Garden of Eden, and thus removed the serpent from his primal role in history; and it provided an alternative account of human evil – as the residual effect of our ‘animal’ nature. In 1865, the folklorist Sabine Baring Gould suggested that people, ‘in common with other carnivora’, possessed an innate tendency towards violence. The Victorian biologist Thomas Henry Huxley later championed moral education as the antidote to this primitive impulse. In this new framework, it was biology, rather than sin, that explained acts of wickedness; and the Devil was further excluded from human affairs.

These changes did not feed immediately into popular culture, but they coincided with social developments that slowly eroded the hold of religion on ordinary people. The growth of industrial towns undermined the pattern of small parishes that had traditionally sustained the church. As early as 1873, John Henry Newman observed the irreligion of ‘the mass of town populations’, which combined with educated scepticism to create a unique age of ‘infidelity’. The historian Owen Davies has speculated that traditional ideas about witchcraft and the Devil were undermined in large towns, as the rapid movement of people disturbed the social relationships in which allegations of maleficium had previously emerged. Popular belief in demons survived long into the 20th century; but these were increasingly mixed with alternative explanations for human suffering. In southern Italy, peasants placed medical prescriptions under the pillows of the sick in the hope that the Devil would be distracted by the doctor’s jargon. As medicine became more effective, so the range of Satan’s operations shrank. More broadly, the expansion of literacy and mass media exposed a growing section of the population to secular opinions and entertainments, while mass education circulated a naturalistic view of the world.

Two broad observations can be made about the Devil’s place in the modern age. First, belief in the evil one has followed the pattern of religion more generally: he has not gone away, but he is no longer an essential and pervasive concept. Charles Taylor, the leading contemporary philosopher of secularization, has argued that religion has lost its status as the only valid model for understanding the world: we have moved ‘from a society in which it was virtually impossible not to believe in God, to one in which faith, even for the staunchest believer, is one human possibility among others’. Within this framework, Christian ideas may continue to thrive but cannot have the status of objective and self-evident truths. The Devil has become an optional belief. One interesting consequence of this situation is the emergence of ‘satanic’ religions: movements like the Church of Satan, founded in 1966, can exist alongside other groups in the marketplace of faith. It is an irony of secularization that it has finally given the Devil his own church – just as (and because) the religion in which he is a central figure is no longer indispensable to the beliefs of Western people.

The second general observation is that the Devil has fared less well than God in the era of secularization. Theologians have been more willing to abandon the idea of a personal force behind evil than a personal force behind good; and the doctrine of Hell has been discarded more easily than the concept of Heaven. This process was already underway in the early 19th century, when Shelley observed that Satan was the ‘weakest point’ in a religious system besieged by the forces of naturalism. The reasons for the Devil’s relative decline are not obvious. The 20th century experienced violence and genocide on an industrialized scale, and the traditional concept of Satan was available to explain these phenomena – but the horrors of the modern age have not produced a notable revival of belief in the evil one. As the Lutheran theologian Carl Braaten has observed, ‘a world of genocide, mass starvation, nuclear missiles and napalm… may perhaps be ready to believe in the presence of universal and massive evil, natural, moral, and perhaps even metaphysical manifestations of evil, but no one is likely to call this the Devil’. One reason, perhaps, is that the concept of Satan is more dependent on the context of traditional Christianity than the concept of God. Thus the Devil continues to thrive in more conservative Catholic and evangelical communities, but has lost his relevance for more liberal Christians and others who define themselves as ‘spiritual’ but not religious.

The idea of God is also positive – in both an emotional and philosophical sense – in a way that the Devil is not. For individuals with no strong religious commitment, such a positive concept is more attractive and accessible than a negative one. Satan has always been defined by what he is not. He is the lack of something better; he is the opposite of something good. This principle has defined the relationship of the evil one to humankind. It is at the heart of artistic representations of the old enemy, and also helps to explain his continuing role in Western culture. These themes are addressed in the rest of this book.
  


Chapter 3
The Devil and humankind
 

‘Fair is foul’: Satan’s inverted world
 

Witches dance backwards. They recite prayers backwards. They feast on disgusting food. Instead of loving and nurturing children, they kill them to consume their flesh. Even their acts of worship are grotesque reversals: they desecrate the host and trample holy objects, and the sermons preached at their meetings commend evil instead of good. These details appear in accounts of the imaginary witch cult in the late 16th and early 17th centuries, at the height of European anxieties about a secret conspiracy of diabolists. The fantasy of the witches’ sabbat was perhaps the most elaborate manifestation of a more general theme: the depiction of the Devil’s kingdom as an inversion of goodness. In this view, Satan not only lacks positive qualities; he turns them upside down. Satan is the mirror image of God, and his upended morality is summed up by the witches in Macbeth: ‘fair is foul and foul is fair’. As the historian Norman Cohn noted in 1975, the witch cult imagined by Jean Bodin, Martín Del Rio, and their fellows was a ‘systematically anti-human society’. Such demonic anti-worlds have featured prominently in Satan’s relationship with humankind, with results that have been variously conservative and subversive, and occasionally lethal.

One striking quality of demonic inversion is its often precise relationship to the ‘positive’ world. As a negative impression of desirable things, it offers a perverse measure of the values of particular communities. In the most general terms, the Devil himself was an anti-God – or ‘God’s ape’. Medieval commentators on the Book of Revelation developed a tripartite model of the powers of evil, corresponding to the Holy Trinity. In this scheme, the dragon of Revelation 13 was Satan, the god of this world; the seven-headed beast (Rev. 13:1) was Antichrist, the son of the Devil; and the two-horned beast (Rev. 13:11) was the Evil Spirit of false prophecy. Further traditions predicted the coming of Antichrist in an anti-nativity: he would be born to a dissolute priest and nun in some versions, or to an evil spirit and a prostitute in others. In both scenarios, he would be possessed by the Devil from his birth and would perform false miracles through his power. As the incarnation of Christ marked the beginning of a new era, so the appearance of Antichrist would presage the Last Judgement. In his widely influential model of world history, the 8th-century theologian the Venerable Bede divided the past and the future into six ages corresponding to the six days of creation. The incarnation marked the morning of the final age; Antichrist would come in the twilight before the end of time.

This vision of anti-Christianity was perhaps the grandest example of demonic inversion. But the same principle produced many other specific anti-worlds. In 1612, the English preacher Thomas Adams imagined Satan’s kingdom as a perverted version of earthly government:

Satan is called a prince, and thus stands his monarchy, or rather anarchy: the Devil is king; the hypocrite his eldest son; the usurer his younger; atheists are his viceroys in his several provinces, for his dominion is beyond the Turk’s for limits; epicures are his nobles; persecutors his magistrates; heretics his ministers; traitors his executors; sin his law; the wicked his subjects; tyranny his government; Hell his court; and damnation his wages.


Like all anti-societies, Adams’ demonic commonwealth inverted his own cherished beliefs: it was a kind of negative blueprint for his ideal kingdom. The same was true of contemporary fantasies of the witches’ sabbat. In the years around 1600, Catholic demonologists imagined witches at an obscene parody of the mass: Satan donned black vestments and turned his back to the altar; he elevated a black turnip in place of the host; and he sprinkled his worshippers with urine instead of holy water. In the Protestant version described by James VI of Scotland in 1597, the Devil preached a sermon instead: ‘As the minister sent by God teacheth plainly at the time of public conventions how to serve Him in spirit and truth, so that unclean spirit, in his own person, teacheth his disciples… how to work all kind of mischief.’ The same logic probably explains why Satan asked his servants at Salem, Massachusetts, to sign their names in a book in 1692. This anti-ritual made sense to a community based on a covenant with God.

What was the effect of these imagined anti-worlds? Almost certainly, they served mainly to affirm the values of the cultures that created them. Rather like the Festival of Fools – in which conventional hierarchies were upturned for a day – satanic anti-societies tacitly endorsed the order they were believed to overturn. This does not mean they should be viewed as propaganda: in most cases, they appear to have emerged from a sincere anxiety that cherished beliefs were under threat, and provide a largely unwitting testament to those beliefs. In concrete terms, the myth of a satanic witch cult was not the driving force behind the majority of witch persecutions; but it probably encouraged some educated men to accept the reality of village-level accusations of harmful sorcery, and certainly helped to sustain the chain-reaction trials in the Holy Roman Empire in the late 16th and early 17th centuries. In this way, the fantasy of an anti-world sent thousands of real people to their deaths. As critics of the trials noted bitterly at the time, this might well have been Satan’s true design.

If demonic inversion normally maintained the established order, it also contained the potential for indirect social criticism and satire. The words of Thomas Adams quoted above hint at this possibility. When Adams described the epicures in Satan’s aristocracy, his words might be read as a tacit warning to English noblemen. The heretical clergy he described bedevilled Catholic Europe – and some English parishes too. His reference to ‘tyranny’ echoed a trope in contemporary political theory, and perhaps implied a rebuke to ‘arbitrary’ government. More crudely, the supposed approbation of the father of lies could be used to condemn political opponents. Satirical ‘letters from Hell’ revealed the true allegiance of earthly enemies. In 1642, a mysteriously intercepted correspondence ‘betwixt the Devil and the Pope’ set out the fiend’s support for Catholic rebels in Ireland, and bewailed their defeat to ‘the God the English serve’. During the English Civil War, a parliamentarian ballad exposed Satan’s promise to the royalist commander Prince Rupert that atheists would rally to his side. A more nuanced use of the Devil’s voice could provide a means to criticize prevailing social conventions. The autobiography of Isabel de Jesús, a Spanish Carmelite nun who died in 1682, recorded the Devil’s frequent attempts to corrupt and oppose her religious vocation. As the critic Sherry Velasco has argued, Isabel’s Satan articulates the opinions of some contemporary Spanish churchmen – not least on the authority of female teachers. ‘How dare you write and teach others?’ he exclaims: ‘it is your pride to think that you can preach like the Baptist; and preaching is only for great learned men’. Accordingly, the Devil constantly tried to prevent Isabel from writing. On one occasion, she recalls, ‘I sat down to write and the stench of sulfur and smoke was so bad in my room that it stunned me and I could not move.’ These demonic interventions tacitly rebuked the patriarchal assumptions of the Spanish church, and helped to legitimize the publication of Isabel’s work in 1685.

Writers continued to explore the subversive effects of Satan’s voice in the 19th and 20th centuries. In Charles Baudelaire’s prose poem ‘The Generous Gambler’ (1864), the evil one enthuses about ‘the pet ideas of our century, the notions of progress and the perfectibility of man’. He reflects warmly on human attempts to erase ‘superstition’: these will, Baudelaire implies, threaten God more than his adversary. The American satirist Ambrose Bierce offered a wider vision in The Devil’s Dictionary (1911). Bierce’s definitions of familiar words systematically subvert conventional beliefs and aspirations – and hint blackly at the reality behind them. A few examples capture the spirit of his anti-world:

OVEREAT, v. To dine.

TRUTHFUL, adj. Dumb and illiterate.

PATIENCE, n. A mild form of despair, disguised as a virtue.

FIDELITY, n. A virtue peculiar to those who are about to be betrayed.

A similar corruption pervades C. S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters (1942), the correspondence of a senior demon to a subordinate charged with stealing a man’s soul. Lewis’s letters from Hell envisage a realm of inverted ethics whose ruler, Our Father Below, is at war with the Heavenly Enemy. They also point uncomfortably to human frailties ripe for exploitation. In this spirit, Screwtape instructs his junior to encourage their target to mistake good feelings towards others for goodness itself, so he can feel virtuous without actually behaving well. This strategy, the demon explains, will eventually dull the man’s moral sensibilities. ‘The more he feels without acting’, he writes, ‘the less he will ever be able to act, and, in the long run, the less he will be able to feel.’

Despite its superficial ugliness, Lewis’s text affirms Christian values through their inversion, and its true purpose is apparent to readers from the start. Ambrose Bierce’s Dictionary is less consoling. Lewis felt oppressed by the ‘dust, grit, thirst and itch’ of Screwtape’s world, and worried that it would smother his audience; Bierce, in contrast, seems at home in his dystopia.

According to his biographer Roy Morris, his definitions paint ‘an indirect self portrait of a profoundly lonely and estranged individual at odds with his country, his family, his past, and himself’. This gives a cold authenticity to his vision. There is real darkness in a work that defines ‘worms’ meat’ as ‘the finished product of which we are the raw material’, and a lurking sense that its author is in earnest. As Bierce remarked of his own style of writing, it ‘stabs, begs pardon – and turns the weapon in the wound’.

‘The opium of poisonous suggestions’: demonic temptation
 

When Satan came to tempt St Justina of Antioch, she made the sign of the cross and blew into his face, ‘causing him to melt like a candle’. Few individuals have repelled the evil one so simply. Since the appearance of the serpent in the Garden of Eden, temptation has been the Devil’s favoured weapon: it has been the front line in his battle to destroy humankind and the main point of contact between mortals and the ‘powers of this world’. The concept of demonic temptation is also very complex, as the introduction of an external agent into the business of human sin divides responsibility between two parties. Some acts, it seems, are so unexpected or extreme that a supernatural component is needed to explain them. ‘I have always been obsessed’, wrote Baudelaire in 1860, ‘by the impossibility of accounting for some of man’s sudden actions or thoughts without the hypothesis of the intervention of an evil force outside him’. At the same time, Christian tradition has always maintained that men and women are culpable for yielding to the Devil’s ploys. The 13th-century theologian Thomas Aquinas was typical in asserting that Satan could ‘kindle’ the wicked passions that were endemic in fallen humankind, but he could not force individuals to sin. To complicate matters further, people were capable of wickedness even without the Devil’s prompting – though as the ‘god of this world’, he was always at work behind the scenes.
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3. In Giotto’s fresco, the figure of Satan guides Judas as he betrays Christ

 

The external aspect of demonic temptation was most pronounced when the Devil appeared to his victims in person. The temptations of the desert fathers in the 4th and 5th centuries became exemplars of such ordeals. Satan visited St Anthony at night in the guise of a beautiful woman, ‘omitting no detail that might provoke lascivious thoughts’; and later he presented the saint with riches that he refused to accept, causing them to vanish ‘like smoke from the face of a fire’. St Hilarion survived similar onslaughts: ‘Often naked women would appear to him as he lay resting, often the most splendid banquets would appear to him when he was hungry.’ Such gross deceits were accompanied by equally direct assaults on the mind. Satan distorted the imagination and cast alluring images into dreams. Tricks of this kind were possible, Aquinas explained, through the evil one’s mastery of brain science: he adjusted the fluids involved in perception to create mental images, ‘sometimes in those asleep, and sometimes in those awake’. Still more alarming were the Devil’s attempts to plant his own thoughts in his victim’s consciousness. Thomas Cranmer, Henry VIII’s Archbishop of Canterbury, claimed that the Devil used this method to create ‘sudden and vehement motions to do evil’. In the same vein, Robert Bolton warned in 1634 that Satan could blast impious ideas into the mind like lightning. Such cognitive assaults could not be resisted, but their true nature was revealed by their sudden appearance and shocking content. In 1642, a London stationer recalled an experience of this kind in which Satan impelled him ‘to blaspheme the great and fearful name of God’ as he was singing a psalm.

Such overtly irreligious temptations could be understood within the framework of demonic inversion. They reflected the perverse agenda of ‘man’s fatal opposite’. As the antithesis of acceptable belief, blasphemous thoughts or religious scepticism could be attributed to Satan’s influence. Thus the 17th-century Baptist Sarah Davy described how she survived a ‘variety of temptations by the Devil… to distrust the goodness of the Lord’. Similarly, ‘unnatural’ thoughts or desires might bear Satan’s imprint. The act of suicide was often associated with demonic temptation – a belief perhaps linked to the popular tradition that the bodies of suicides belonged to the Devil. Men and women who attempted suicide sometimes explained their actions as a response to the evil one’s promptings. Infanticide was another ‘crime against nature’ that could be viewed in this light. The historian Louise Jackson has argued that women who contemplated the crime were able to explain their illicit thoughts as diabolical inspirations. ‘What we today might choose to call undesirable thoughts, impulses or drives’, she writes, were ‘seen as external influences on the individual and were associated with the Devil’. Like imaginary anti-worlds, demonic temptations of this kind generally helped to sustain social norms. They offered an explanation for unacceptable thoughts and desires; and once their origin was accepted, they had to be renounced.

While the obviously ‘wicked’ interventions of Satan were relatively easy to identify, other temptations were more oblique. Satan was, after all, the ‘father of lies’. He frequently disguised his suggestions in a more palatable and even pious form; and he delighted, as St Paul warned the Corinthians, to appear as ‘an angel of light’ (2 Cor. 11:14). Such deceptions were more deadly than the impieties normally associated with the fiend, and Christians needed vigilance to avoid them. The visions of St Bridget of Sweden illustrate the problem. In 1344, Bridget was praying in a chapel when a luminous cloud gathered above her, and she heard from it a Heavenly voice. At once, she suspected a satanic trick and fled. It was only after the vision had appeared on three occasions – and she had consulted with her confessor – that Bridget accepted the divine voice as genuine. In 1569, the Swiss Protestant theologian Ludwig Lavater offered practical advice on how to avoid demonic deceptions: if an angel uses flattering words, it should be treated as an imposter. As flattering men ‘are always suspicious’, he writes, ‘why then should not such spirits be suspected?’ Lavater was one of the authorities cited by Increase Mather at the height of the witchcraft panic in Salem in 1692, when he warned that Satan could deceive people with false revelations and condemn the innocent by spreading lies. By detecting his sleights, Mather and his supporters claimed, good people could avoid taking ‘wrong steps in this dark way’.

The Devil was constantly vigilant for opportunities to seduce the unwary, but his knowledge of human psychology meant that he was particularly active at times of personal crisis. Periods of transition, such as religious conversions, offered plentiful openings. In the early 1500s, the agonized meditations of Martin Luther over the nature of true religion were accompanied by satanic temptations and assaults: the evil one teased him with false arguments and physical manifestations, and took special delight in afflicting him on the toilet. The deathbed was another site of temptation. Here Satan made a final bid to lure men and women in their ‘last sickness’ to damnation. From the late Middle Ages onwards, guides to the art of dying well were a successful literary genre, providing instructions on the satanic temptations to expect and how best to resist them. Around 1488, Hieronymus Bosch painted a poignant illustration of this idea, in which an angel directs a dying man towards a sunbeam of saving grace that penetrates his bedroom window. The man’s fate appears to be sealed, however, as he reaches with one hand towards a bag of treasure proffered by a demon (Figure 4).

Satan’s subtlety meant that such direct methods were sometimes unnecessary. Through the cultivation and dissemination of plausible lies, he was able to spread delusions without even speaking directly to his victims. In his epic poem about the conquest of temptation, Paradise Regained (1671), John Milton described the Devil as ‘a liar in four hundred mouths’. In Milton’s poem, Christ perceives Satan’s falsehood and overcomes him; but ordinary believers, unaided by divine illumination, had little chance of escaping his traps. In a tradition of Christian thought derived from St Augustine, this was the result of the tarnished human will: in their fallen state, all men and women were inclined to neglect divine and eternal things in favour of earthly and impermanent ones, and were consequently drawn towards falsehood. They suffered from ‘spiritual blindness’ – a condition on which Satan preyed. He pandered to our weakness and sought to keep us ignorant and content. In 1657, the English preacher Henry Symons observed that the Devil rubbed ‘our temples with his opium of poisonous suggestions’; but his victims’ faculties were already impaired. In Augustine’s words, ‘even when we do see what is right and will to do it, we cannot do it because of the resistance of carnal habit, which develops almost naturally because of the unruliness of our mortal inheritance’. As this suggests, the spiritual weakness of the mind was bound up with the needs of the body. Satan understood this and exploited it with glee.

[image: Image]
 

4. As death enters the room, the miser is attended by an angel and demons. One demon tempts the dying man with riches as the angel tries to direct his eyes towards the light of Christ. This detail is taken from Hieronymus Bosch, Death of the Miser, c. 1494

 

Flesh and the Devil
 

If temptation was the front line in Satan’s war against God’s kingdom, the majority of Christian tradition placed the human body in the enemy camp. This conclusion flowed from several related trains of thought. Most broadly, the Devil’s affinity with flesh reflected his status as the prince of this world. It also corresponded to his inverted relationship with God, who was nearer to the higher realm of the spirit. For Augustine, the inability of the human mind to master the body’s appetites was a direct result of the Fall. In a diverting passage in the City of God, he speculates that Adam and Eve possessed full control of their sexual organs before they were expelled from Paradise, such that the penis of the original man responded to his will in the same way as his arms or legs. After the Fall, the direction of influence was reversed. As a poorly controlled point in the soul’s defences – and part of Satan’s natural sphere of influence – the human body was an obvious target for demonic assault.

For the evil one, this was a matter of strategy rather than desire. As a disembodied spirit, he was not impelled by physical needs. In this respect, his sexual activities were strangely ‘pure’. Among those scholars who considered Satan’s physiology, there was general consensus that he required a proxy body in order to interact with human beings. This could be a purpose-made fabrication composed of compressed air, or, according to some authorities, a possessed human corpse. Opinion was divided on the capacities of these improvised bodies. For example, could the Devil produce offspring through sex with mortals? The 17th-century theologians Martín Del Rio and Francesco Maria Guazzo maintained that this was possible, although Satan could not make his own semen. Guazzo described the process involved:

The Devil can collect semen from another place, as from a man’s vain dreams, and by his speed and experience of physical laws can preserve that semen in its fertilizing warmth, however subtle and airy and volatile it be, and inject it into a woman’s womb at the moment she is most disposed to conceive, making it appear to be done in the natural way.


Not everyone was convinced by this baroque explanation. In 1643, the English physician Sir Thomas Browne accepted that the Devil could ‘assume, steal, or contrive a body wherein there may be action enough’ to have sex with both men and women, but he insisted that such congress was ‘without a possibility of generation’. Addressing the medical issues involved, the 18th-century theologian Ludovico Maria Sinistrari doubted that Satan could keep semen in a viable state during its transfer from donor to recipient. The experts agreed, however, that the Devil’s sexual practices were not inspired by the desire for procreation or pleasure: rather, he sought to exploit human flesh to destroy human souls.

Satan did not, of course, need to appear physically to take advantage of unruly human bodies. Much of his work was achieved through suggestion. This was a relatively easy enterprise: in a metaphor used by Reformation theologians, the flesh was like gunpowder awaiting a spark. Nor were the Devil’s promptings related solely to sex: gluttony and intoxication served his designs as effectively as lust, as did other pleasures associated with the body such as laziness, hedonism, and vanity. By appeasing the body’s immoderate desires, men and women abandoned their spiritual faculties to immerse themselves in the lesser things of this world – a realm in which the Devil held sway. This model helps to explain the traditional association between women and the evil one: as most pre-modern authorities assumed that women were closer to nature than men, they were correspondingly more vulnerable to satanic manipulation. The sin of vanity was strongly conceptualized in this way: in an artistic and literary tradition originating in the Middle Ages, women were depicted as blind to the fiend’s presence as they dressed in fine clothes or gazed into mirrors (Figure 5).

Satan’s affinity with flesh and blood required Christians to discipline their bodies. In one tradition, the ‘mortification’ of the flesh through pain neutralized its potential dangers. Such thinking provided St Francis with a novel way of repelling a horde of demons in a story from Voragine’s Golden Legend:

Sometimes when he was at prayer, he heard troops of demons running around noisily on the roof of the house. When that happened, he ran outside, armed himself with the sign of the cross, and said: ‘In the name of almighty God I tell you, demons, whatever you are allowed to do to my body, do it! I will gladly submit to whatever it may be, because I have no greater enemy than my body, and you avenge me upon my adversary when, acting for me, you wreak punishment on it.’ The demons were dumbfounded and scurried away.


If no demons were available to chastise the flesh, the devout could submit their own bodies to a regime of punishment. When the Devil sought to corrupt the 13th-century nun St Beatrice of Ornacieux, she responded by imposing ‘a great penance on herself’. She carried live coals in her naked hands, and ‘punished herself so severely that blood was running down her body on all sides’. The wish to contain the flesh informed other, less drastic penitential practices such as private and public fasts. More generally, it underpinned the idea that the cultivated mind should discipline bodily impulses. In Paradise Regained, Milton lauded the mastery of ‘passions, desires, and fears’ as a bulwark against temptation: the alternative was ‘anarchy within’, a state that Satan was always ready to exploit.

These ideas survived the demise of the Devil as a universally accepted reality. Indeed, the belief that human bodies are repositories of base and dangerous desires remains influential even today. The widespread acceptance of human evolution in the 19th century encouraged the view that men and women retain ‘vestiges’ of supposedly lower evolutionary states. The ‘beast within’ had to be checked to prevent eruptions of violence. Similar thinking underpinned Sigmund Freud’s concept of the ‘id’ – the untamed part of the mind that clamours for bodily pleasures. The evidence supporting these claims was always problematic, and the concept of a biological ‘beast within’ was based on a non-Darwinian model of evolution that was finally abandoned in the 1930s; but the tenacity of this way of thinking suggests that it appeals to deeper and older cultural assumptions. Freud’s ‘id’ has the ‘inordinate appetite’ that Augustine attributed to untamed flesh; and the rapacious ‘animal in man’ can be read as a fully internalized version of the Devil.
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5. Distracted by her own beauty, a woman is trapped by the Devil. The idea that evil spirits exploited female vanity was a commonplace in the pre-modern age

 

Robert Louis Stevenson’s The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1885) is perhaps the most subtle exploration of this territory. In Stevenson’s novella, the evil in Henry Jekyll is not only traced to his bestial ‘lower’ nature, but this nature is also personified in Jekyll’s ‘other side’, Edward Hyde. Hyde’s demonic character is made explicit: he is the ‘child of Hell’ and the ‘devil… long caged’. Once released, he is ‘really like Satan’. Jekyll’s struggle to subdue the base part of his character echoes the Christian struggle against temptation – but instead of containing his bodily appetites, he willingly relinquishes control. Ultimately, the flesh proves too powerful for the unsturdy defences of his mind. As he writes in his final testimony as a complete human being, ‘I had voluntarily stripped myself of all those balancing instincts, by which even the worst of us continues to walk with some degree of steadiness among temptations; and in my case, to be tempted, however slightly, was to fall.’

Jekyll’s experiment ends in the obliteration of his higher nature and the occupation of his body by the diabolical Hyde. Here again, there are parallels with an older Christian tradition: the concept of demonic possession. In Stevenson’s fantasy, Jekyll knows that Hyde is an aspect of himself, and consequently the struggle between them raises issues of responsibility and guilt: Jekyll enjoys the ‘strange immunities’ of his condition, and even attributes a murder to Hyde as if he played no part in the crime. As an external entity, Satan’s role in cases of possession was less ambiguous in this respect. Nonetheless, his love of falsehood and deception made possession an exceptionally complex phenomenon as well as a wrenchingly distressing one.

Possession and exorcism
 

If the account of Jesus’ ministry in the New Testament is the cornerstone of Christianity, then the expulsion of demons was one of its central themes. Jesus was an exorcist. The gospels include no fewer than seven stories of exorcisms performed by Christ, and describe several at length. Some of these emphasize his fame for the practice, such as the story of the Greek woman in the gospel of Mark who sought him out to cure her possessed daughter (Mark 7:24–30); and even brief references to Jesus’ command over demons hint at its centrality to his career as a healer, such as the unnamed women who were ‘healed of evil spirits and infirmities’ in the gospel of Luke, and the ‘seven devils’ he expelled from Mary Magdalene (Luke 8:2). The ability to cure those beset with wicked spirits – or ‘demoniacs’ – was also a sign of discipleship: the earliest followers of Jesus were famed for their ability to perform exorcisms, and St Mark (3:15) even claimed that Christ commissioned them ‘to cast out devils’.

Recent research on the early church has established the larger context of this practice. The work of the New Testament scholar Graham Twelftree suggests that Jesus was one among many exorcists in 1st-century Palestine; these healers used a spectrum of charismatic and magical operations to cure those beset by evil spirits. The art of dispossession appears to have declined in some Christian communities in the period after Jesus’ death, but was revived in the 2nd century by Irenaeus and Justin Martyr. For the latter, Twelftree notes, exorcism was probably ‘the most important form of Christian healing and the most important evangelistic weapon in a demon-infested world’. The power of this tradition, alongside the unambiguous testimony of scripture, ensured that the church continued to practise dispossession throughout the medieval and early modern period. Even in the 21st century, ‘deliverance ministry’ survives in many denominations and enjoys a central place in some charismatic congregations.

What happens when people are possessed by demons? For many faithful witnesses and victims of the condition, the answer is simple: the Devil or his agents really take control of a person’s body and speak through that person’s voice. The reality of invading spirits was seldom challenged in pre-modern Europe and North America. This was due, in part, to the clear evidence of scripture. More broadly, the belief flourished within an intellectual context that viewed human minds as open to external forces rather than insulated containers of selfhood. This view held sway in the pre-modern world: in contrast to the ‘buffered’ conception of the self that dominates contemporary Western cultures, the philosopher Charles Taylor has argued that pre-modern thinkers understood the self as ‘open and porous and vulnerable to a world of spirits and powers’. This did not mean that all men and women who claimed to be possessed were regarded as genuine, nor that possession supplanted naturalistic explanations for disease: rather, it meant that there was no objection in principle to the reality of possession, while individual instances could be treated on a case by case basis.

Within this context of belief, ‘authentic’ episodes of possession can be viewed as a kind of social theatre. All the participants – the victim, the exorcist, and members of the wider community – acknowledged and enacted culturally sanctioned roles. The symptoms of the condition were widely recognized, and for those who knew what to expect, they manifested themselves with remarkable consistency. Demoniacs typically experienced bodily contortions and ‘swellings’, and spoke with an unnaturally deep or shrill voice that often seemed to emanate from their throat or lower body rather than their mouths. They babbled words that could be interpreted as foreign speech. The victims of possession also recoiled from the symbols of conventional piety. Like other forms of demonic inversion, these were often culturally specific: thus Catholic demoniacs in the 16th century were pained by Holy Water and the sign of the cross, whereas their Protestant counterparts responded violently to collective prayers and readings from vernacular Bibles. In all these ordeals, the reaction of the audience was as important as the behaviour of the possessed, both in confirming the experience as genuine and framing it within a credible social drama.

To acknowledge the theatrical aspect of possession and exorcism is not to say that the performance is faked. While instances of fraud have sometimes been exposed – often by individuals who accepted the reality of possession in other cases – the great majority of incidents appear to have involved a genuine belief in supernatural intervention. Indeed, the ‘social script’ of possession probably depends on the sincere engagement of the principal players. At the same time, the roles performed by social actors can create cultural opportunities, whether or not these are consciously acknowledged by the performers themselves. The drama of possession provides its victim with an attentive audience and a strange kind of authority, as well as permission to speak words that might otherwise be forbidden. These factors may help to explain the preponderance of children and women among the possessed in pre-modern societies, as both groups were relatively disempowered and restricted in their speech. In turn, the fact that many demoniacs were children and women fed into the social script of possession, ensuring that members of these groups continued to be plausible victims of the Devil’s attacks.

For exorcists, too, the act of casting out spirits brought social advantages alongside the satisfaction of serving God and helping the afflicted – just as physicians benefit socially from curing the sick. Exorcism was a sign of the true church, and its practitioners confirmed the power of their ministry. These effects were sometimes exploited by early Christians: in the 4th century, St Anthony challenged some pagan philosophers to cure a group of demoniacs, and after they failed he expelled the foul spirits himself. The 16th-century Italian exorcist Girolamo Menghi also displayed the power of his church by ousting demons. In 1576, Menghi published The Devil’s Scourge, a collection of rites to be used against unclean spirits. In the last of these, the priest is advised to sprinkle the demoniac with holy water and then to direct their attention towards the consecrated host. He should then say these words:

Here before you, evil spirit, here is found supreme pity, he who suffered the passion for our salvation. Now the prince of this world will be driven out. This is the body of he who was assumed by the body of the Virgin; who was hung upon the wood of the cross, who was laid in the tomb, who rose from the dead and ascended into Heaven before the eyes of his disciples. By his majesty and by his terrible power, I command you, oh evil spirit, to come out of this creature of God.


Menghi’s ritual affirmed both the authority of the priestly office and the ‘terrible power’ of the host, understood as the real body of Christ. This doctrine – affirmed at the Council of Trent at the time of the exorcist’s ministry – was asserted in opposition to Protestant interpretations of the Eucharist. Thus, Menghi appealed to the Roman mass as the most potent weapon against Satan, and tacitly confirmed the authenticity of his church. Contemporary Protestant exorcists also affirmed their ministry by casting out demons, but they relied entirely on the words of scripture and the public prayers of the faithful.

Another opportunity afforded by exorcism was the chance to hear the Devil’s voice. Sometimes the words of unclean spirits were taken at face value. When the 12th-century abbot St Bernard of Clairvaux said prayers to release a possessed woman in Milan, his words appeared to distress the creature inside her. There followed a rueful exchange between the demon and his vanquisher:
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When Bernard asked the spirit if it wished to return to glory, it answered bleakly that ‘It’s too late now’. The demon’s words affirmed orthodox beliefs; but this was not, of course, always the case. Satan normally championed sin and heresy through the mouths of his human hosts. This meant that the speeches of demoniacs were often statements of anti-morality, and were read in this way by the people around them. To give a striking example from the 17th century, possessed men and women in the puritan communities of England and North America lauded blasphemy, drunkenness, and sabbath-breaking – and the expulsion of their demons reaffirmed the conventions that they briefly overturned. But even these performances were potentially unreliable. Catholic writers noted that the father of lies could play a double game: he might pretend to flee from Protestant exorcists in order to consolidate their false church. Puritan demonologists reversed the argument: in 1599, the English minister John Darrell observed that demons scattered in waves beneath the skin of their victims when Catholic exorcists made the sign of the cross, but this was only to encourage ‘their superstitious estimation of the sign’.

Controversies of this kind helped to discredit the practice of exorcism in general by the end of the 17th century. So also did a growing scepticism about the reliability of demonic utterances, especially when they led to allegations of witchcraft. In the longer term, however, the decline of possession and exorcism in Western societies can be attributed to more profound changes in the intellectual climate. The emphasis on scientific naturalism in the 18th century slowly undermined the social script of demonic possession – though intellectuals such as John Wesley in England and Jonathan Edwards in America continued to assert the existence of a personal Devil. The gradual emergence of an insulated concept of the self also diminished the power of demons. Finally, the emergence of new medical treatments in the 19th century challenged religious methods for treating ‘distracted’ minds. In the 1870s and 1880s, the French neurologist Jean-Marie Charcot attributed many of the symptoms once associated with possession to a form of hysteria. Subsequently, men and women who displayed such symptoms were frequently treated as victims of mental illness: as hysterics, ‘monomaniacs’, and later as ‘schizophrenics’.

The practice of exorcism – or ‘deliverance’ – survives in this difficult context today. The deliverance ministry emerged among charismatic American Christians during the 1970s, and has continued to expand within some evangelical congregations. Unlike the demoniacs of the medieval and early modern age, however, contemporary victims of possession are seldom overcome completely by the Devil: rather, they suffer ‘afflictions’ through the activity of evil spirits. These are often identified with specific kinds of undesirable behaviour, such as addictions or ‘perversions’. The ability to cast out demons was once a sign of religious authenticity; but in modern America, it can appear exotic or dangerous. Thus, modern-day exorcists are often defensive about their work. They place their activities within the context of a broader ‘healing’ ministry, and warn that deliverance should only be attempted when more conventional spiritual treatments have been exhausted. Similar constraints affect the deliverance ministry in the contemporary Church of England. Neal Milner has argued that exorcism is presented in a ‘normalized’ context within the English Church. This is achieved by placing it firmly within a framework of spiritual healing, emphasizing the medico-psychological dimensions of the practice, and focusing on the overall wellbeing of the subject rather than the expulsion of demons. These conventions keep exorcism ‘safe’. They also gloss over and contain its potentially disturbing association with the world of spirits.

Whether it is acknowledged openly or softened by the language of ‘spiritual healing’, exorcism is an attempt to constrain and command the Devil. As such, it belongs to a larger group of practices that seek to manipulate the evil one. These activities – which can be based on divine assistance, magic, or human cunning – reverse the normal relationship between the prince of this world and its inhabitants. Attempts to control Satan also provide some of the most frightening encounters between mortals and the ancient enemy, and occasionally present him in a vulnerable or even comic light.

Dealing with the Devil: saints, necromancers, and gamblers
 

The project of mastering the Devil has attracted a disparate array of characters. These range from pious Christians to the most dissolute charlatans and rakes. Among the saints, the legends of the early church show that holy men and women could share in Christ’s authority over demons, and assist divine providence in bringing ‘darkness out of light’. When the magician Hermogenes sent evil spirits to capture the apostle James, they were constrained by angels that tormented them with fire. The demons appeared to James and beseeched him to end their pain. He asked the angels to release them and then sent them back to seize Hermogenes. The foul spirits returned with their former master in shackles, and asked James if they could torture him. He refused, and consequently the magician was converted. St Ambrose, the 4th-century bishop of Milan, showed less mercy when the perpetrator of a ‘heinous crime’ was brought to him for judgement. He declared that the man ‘must be handed over to Satan to die in the flesh, lest he dare to commit any more such crimes’. As the sentence was announced, the Devil appeared and set upon the man’s body.

The saints in these stories were commanding demons with the assistance of God, and their operations had pious outcomes: Hermogenes was converted and a sinner was punished. But the ability to control spirits might also be sought for personal gain: to obtain secret knowledge or to perform supernatural feats. The art of summoning demons for such purposes belonged to a branch of magic known as ‘necromancy’. For its learned practitioners, this activity was emphatically not ‘Devil worship’: the magician commanded demons and not the other way around. As the author of one 13th-century text on ritual magic asserted, ‘men are not bound unto spirits, but spirits are constrained against their will to answer clean men and fulfill their requests’. Since the rites of exorcism were believed to confer power over unclean spirits, these were frequently adapted for magical purposes. It was for this reason that members of the lower clergy were sometimes accused of necromancy in the Middle Ages, as they had access to the relevant texts and the ability to read them. The arrival of print increased the circulation of both explicitly magical books and religious texts that could be abused in this way. Even the pious words of Girolamo Menghi’s treatise on exorcism were used to conjure demons in 1643.

By far the most celebrated – or infamous – of European necromancers was Johann Faust. Indeed, Jeffrey Burton Russell has written that Faust ‘is – after Christ, Mary and the Devil – the single most popular character in the history of western Christian culture’. This character was based on a real man, a German student of theology in the early 1500s whose interest in magic diverted him into a career as a professional fortune-teller. His association with the Devil was developed in later accounts of his life, including one in the 1540s by the Protestant reformer Philip Melanchthon, supposedly based on personal acquaintance. The claim that Faust had conjured a demon and entered a written pact with it appeared around 1580, and was crystallized in the first full book about his life in 1587. This and subsequent versions suggest that Faust’s ambition was exploited by the Devil, for whom the magician’s conjurations were at best a secondary matter. In Christopher Marlowe’s play, based on the German ‘Faustbook’, the demon Mephistopheles tells the hero that his ‘conjuring speeches’ did not compel him to appear. Rather, he was drawn by the chance to wreck a soul:

For when we hear one rack the name of God,


Abjure the scriptures and his savior Christ,


We fly, in hope to get his glorious soul;


Nor will we come unless he use such means


Whereby he is in danger to be damned.


Therefore the shortest cut for conjuring


Is stoutly to abjure the Trinity


And pray devoutly to the prince of Hell.


It is not Faust’s pact with the evil one that seals his fate. In a world governed by divine providence, it is God, rather than the Devil, who has the ultimate say on the magician’s soul. But despite moments of remorse and appalling sorrow, Faust is finally incapable of surrendering to God’s saving mercy; and for this he is damned.

This religious interpretation of necromancy effectively denied the power of magic. Instead, the Devil simply manipulated sinful individuals: their pride made them place false trust in meaningless rituals and blinded them to the possibility of grace. Other traditions saw the arrangements between magicians and evil spirits in more literal terms. This allowed devious mortals to cheat the Devil on technicalities. In 1465, two men from Norfolk in England were tried for conjuring an ‘accursed spirit’ and promising it the body of a Christian in return for knowledge of hidden treasure. They had apparently deceived the creature by baptizing a chicken and sacrificing it as their part of the bargain. Satan was duped in similar ways in tales about the legendary English magician Friar Bacon. In one story, circulating at the same time that Marlowe was writing Doctor Faustus, the Devil lent money to an impoverished gentleman to enable him to pay off his debts; the man offered his soul in return. Later, he appealed to Friar Bacon to get him out of the deal. It emerged that the wicked spirit had promised to leave the man in peace until he had cleared all of his debts, and this clause provided a loophole: Bacon told Satan that he could not claim the man’s soul until he repaid the money that he had given him. ‘At this, the Devil vanished with great horror, but Friar Bacon comforted the gentleman, and sent him home with a quiet conscience, bidding him never to pay the Devil’s money back.’

Faust’s reckless pact with the enemy, and the more profitable traffic with evil spirits conducted by less famous magicians, belonged to a world in which the Devil was believed to be real. Later writers addressed these themes in a more secular context, and used the idea of arrangements between mortals and the evil one to celebrate human freedom. But Satan remained a dangerous and ambiguous figure. In Goethe’s rewriting of the Faust legend in the early 19th century, the hero makes a bet with Mephistopheles that the demon can never satisfy his restless spirit, and his pursuit of sensation leads to the destruction of his lover and their child. Charles Baudelaire described an encounter with the Devil in a subterranean drinking den in ‘The Generous Gambler’ (1864). His hero loses his soul in a game of chance; but an apparently benevolent Satan promises him unlimited earthly pleasures in return. These pleasures, the prince of darkness explains, will vanquish the boredom that had previously consumed his life.

Both Goethe’s Faust and Baudelaire’s gambler make wagers with the Devil because they are fatally dissatisfied with life. ‘I am too old to do nothing but play’, Faust declares, but ‘too young to be without desire’. Self-denial is ‘the one and only song’ he hears. Satan’s companion in Baudelaire’s story regards his soul as worthless: it was so useless ‘that in gambling it away I felt rather less concern than if I had lost my visiting card in the course of an outing’. But his meeting with the Devil leaves him anxious and unfulfilled. The gambler fears that the evil one will break his word, and the worldly satisfactions for which he yearns will remain elusive:

Gradually, after I had left him, incurable distrust returned to my breast. I no longer dared believe in such prodigious happiness, and, as I went to bed, saying my prayers as usual – the remains of a foolish old habit – I found myself repeating, as I dozed off, ‘Oh God, my Lord – please make the Devil keep his promise!’


Satan’s promises bring only further anxiety – even if, as the gambler appears to believe, earthly pleasures might compensate for the loss of his soul. The ‘foolish old habit’ that leads him back to God also hints at worse things to follow: if God grants his wish He might also condemn him for making it. The ambivalence and fear that fill the final lines of Baudelaire’s tale characterize many other depictions of the evil one in fiction and art. These representations are the subject of the following chapter.
  


Chapter 4
Depicting the Devil
 

The satanic muse
 

In Dostoevsky’s novel The Brothers Karamazov (1880), the Devil appears in a dream. As he converses with Ivan Karamazov in a tone balanced between obsequiousness and threat, the evil one explains that he is not evil at all. He has been misunderstood. For reasons that he cannot understand, and against the inclinations of his ‘naturally kind and cheerful heart’, he was chosen by higher powers to serve as a spirit of opposition and denial. This role was essential to the divine plan. Satan exerted a constant pressure towards destruction that was, perversely, essential for the world to flourish: he was the ‘necessary minus’. Without him, he explains, ‘there would be nothing but “Hosanna”. But “Hosanna” alone is not enough for life.’ Distress, doubt, hesitation, and fear were also needed for goodness and creativity to thrive.

The benevolence of the Devil in Karamazov’s dream can be doubted, but his claim that negativity is somehow indispensable to human experience is compelling. Satan’s career in the creative arts tends to support this view. For a creature defined by consuming emptiness – one that Dostoevsky described elsewhere as ‘the spirit of self-destruction and non-being’ – the evil one has inspired a curiously rich body of literature and art. This can be explained in part by the centrality of the Devil in the Western religious tradition. As an integral element in the Christian worldview, it has been necessary for writers and artists to engage with the ancient enemy in order to communicate spiritual truths. The intangible nature of the fiend has often elicited great ingenuity. The poet R. S. Thomas once claimed that religion itself is a kind of poetry; so it is perhaps not surprising that creative artists have given life to a theological idea as abstract and elusive as the prince of darkness.

At the same time, Satan’s status as the spirit of denial – the one who refuses to sing ‘Hosanna’ – has made him a vessel for the very anxieties and doubts that orthodox Christianity seeks to allay. His negative appeal takes many forms and can be explained in many ways. For the 20th-century critic and novelist Georges Bataille, the desire to represent things that are ‘rotten, dirty and impure’ is at the heart of creativity. This is because as rational creatures we are impelled to avoid everything that destroys life, but this imperative places limits on the imagination that artists inevitably strive to break through. ‘When we enter the regions that wisdom tells us to avoid’, he argues, we experience life in all its glorious and horrifying possibilities – and this can happen only in art. As the enemy of goodness and life, the Devil also provides an outlet for radical scepticism that might otherwise find no voice. ‘Dramatized devils’, the novelist A. S. Byatt has suggested, ‘represent human scepticism that moralists and idealists dare not admit’. This potential is complemented by the principle of demonic inversion, which allows writers and artists to portray anti-worlds that mirror (and undercut) the accepted values of their own cultures. Finally, the evocation of Satan creates space for ambivalent emotions: the wish to succumb to animal desires while at the same time resisting them, or the perverse impulse to destroy the things that we cherish. These various roles of the evil one in art – from the luminous exposition of religious truth to the annihilation of conventional beliefs – have been pursued in every medium in which he has appeared. The pages that follow offer a brief sketch of the outpourings of the satanic muse in literature, painting, and film.

Literary Devils
 

To describe evil, St Augustine wrote, is ‘like trying to see darkness or to hear silence’. How can this quality – or rather this absence – be personified? It is perhaps unsurprising that poets have been more successful than visual artists in conveying Satan’s savage nullity. The words of Mephistopheles in Goethe’s Faust are bracingly apt:

I am the spirit of perpetual negation;


And rightly so, for all things that exist


Deserve to perish, and would not be missed–


Much better it would be if nothing were


Brought into being. Thus, what you men call


Destruction, sin, evil, in short, is all


My sphere, the element I most prefer


Later in the play, Goethe echoes Augustine’s image of darkness engulfing an extinguished candle. A flickering light in a chapel window reminds Faust of his benighted soul:

Look, through the window of the sacristy


The sanctuary-lamp gleams up and glows,


Yet to each side, how dim, how weak it shows,


As darkness clusters round it! So in me


Night falls and thickens in my heart.


In the 21st century, poets continue to present Satan as an annihilating void. Like the darkness in Goethe’s Faust, this is often an interior sense of desolation. In ‘Luther and the Devil’ (2003), Robert Cording contrasts the medieval idea of the Devil to modern scepticism about such phantoms. But then he suggests that we still feel the presence of the adversary in moments of despair. At such times – when we contemplate the ‘barbed hours/ to come when nothing satisfies’ – life sinks into emptiness and we seem as worthless as the ‘window’s/dirty sill of dead beetles and flies lying on/their backs’.

As well as portraying the Devil’s character in terms of its deficiencies – the appalling blackness that occupies his being – poets have drawn parallels between his condition and the similar, but less catastrophic, plight of men and women. Like the evil one, human beings have fallen from the purity of their original creation; and some will join him forever in separation from God. Thus Satan is an exemplary sinner – both a model and a warning to the inhabitants of a fallen world. John Milton presents the enemy in this way in Book Four of Paradise Lost (1667). As he enters Eden, the fiend reflects on his rebellion against God and the fathomless misery to which he has consigned himself: ‘in the lowest deep a lower deep/Still treat’ning to devour me opens wide/To which the Hell I suffer seems a Heav’n’. For a moment, he imagines repentance – but he instantly recoils at the thought of submission to God. Pride has hardened his heart beyond recovery. Here Satan enacts the 17th-century Protestant understanding of grace: sinners must accept the crushing weight of their transgressions, which should by right bear them down to Hell, before opening their hearts to God’s undeserved mercy. It was the failure to take this last step that marked mortals for damnation. Thus Milton’s Satan illustrated a universal truth: those destined for Hell were unwilling to accept divine grace. For many readers of the poem, of course, this same quality of defiant freedom makes him a kind of perverse hero.

It was not only as an archetypal sinner that the Devil could impart a religious message. He also participated in exemplary tales of human temptation. The story of Faust was the most potent example. In the German Faustbook of 1587, Mephistopheles taunts the magician with the knowledge that he has denied God, and encourages his despairing belief that he can never be saved. Faust descends from his early ambitions to understand the cosmos to the base pleasures of physical desire, and eventually he is incapable of coming to God as a penitent sinner. Christopher Marlowe’s version of the story also presents its anti-hero as an exemplar of spiritual degeneration. ‘My heart’s so hardened’, he declares, ‘I cannot repent’. Instead of turning to God in sincere contrition, he assuages his conscience with ‘sweet pleasure’. Ultimately, Marlowe’s Faust serves the god of his own appetites – and this leads him to Hell. Faust’s status as a model of human weakness before temptation has allowed him to escape the Christian framework in which he originally emerged. Non-religious individuals – and even whole cultures – can enter ‘Faustian pacts’ that lead to ruin. In Thomas Mann’s novel Doctor Faustus (1947), the composer Adrian Leverkühn trades his humanity for 24 years of musical genius, and finally sinks into sickness and despair. The critic Sean Ireton suggests that Mann viewed his character as ‘an incarnation of the German soul’. The novel concludes with Leverkühn’s wretched death in 1940 and his nation ‘reeling at the height of its savage triumphs, about to win the world on the strength of the one pact that it intended to keep and had signed with its blood’.

For Marlowe and Mann, the story of Faust was a warning to the rest of us. It was also a model of the compromises, evasions, and deceits by which less exalted individuals surrender to the powers of darkness. Many other writers have exploited Satan’s ability to expose the secret sins of ordinary men and women. Nathaniel Hawthorne used this approach to dizzying effect in his short story Young Goodman Brown (1835). One evening, Brown leaves his young wife for a rendezvous with the Devil, with whom he has promised to attend a secret festival in the woods. He keeps his appointment with the fiend – an old gentleman with the ‘indescribable air of one who knew the world’ – but decides to turn back because of his guilty conscience. As he heads home, he discovers that the most pious members of his community are embarked in the opposite direction; and even his wife, Faith, is travelling to the infernal meeting. He turns back again and joins Faith in an assembly of outwardly God-fearing men and women. From a pulpit between two blazing trees, Satan preaches on the sins of his congregation:

This night it shall be granted you to know their secret deeds; how hoary-bearded elders of the church have whispered wanton words to the young maids of their households; how many a woman, eager for widow’s weeds, has given her husband a drink at bedtime, and let him sleep his last in her bosom; how beardless youths have made haste to inherit their fathers’ wealth; and how fair damsels – blush not, sweet ones! – have dug little graves in the garden, and bidden me, the sole guest, to an infant’s funeral.


Hawthorne’s fiery gathering echoes the anti-religion imagined by Protestant demonologists in the 16th century. The company even sing hymns ‘such as the pious love’, but with words that celebrate evil. The story ends on a darkly ambiguous note: Brown finds himself alone in the forest at the climax of the service, leaving the reader to decide whether or not his experience was a dream. Brown becomes a bitter and distrustful man, unable to accept the outward pieties of his community and going disconsolately to his grave. Thus, the tale can be read as a warning against cynicism or, more bleakly, as a comment on the ubiquity of falsehood and sin.

The celebration of wickedness at the heart of Hawthorne’s tale is both captivating and repellent. For the reader at least, there is something liberating in the Devil’s sermon – though it condemns Brown to a life of misanthropy. The expression of ambivalent and extreme feelings is evident in other fictional representations of Satan. In Ruth Fainlight’s poem ‘The Witch’s Last Song’ (1973), the idea of sex with the evil one permits an exploration of uncontained and lethal desire. In the opening lines, Fainlight embraces both the Devil’s attractiveness and his annihilating ferocity:

Lamb of Lucifer


So suave, so sulphur-white,


So strong. You hurt me


When you press into my womb,


Bite through my lips, obliterate


All air and light.


Clasping her lover, the witch plunges through delirious extremes: she flies ‘higher/Than the throne of Heaven’ and sinks to the lowest realm of Hell. In Georges Bataille’s terms, the idea of satanic copulation offers a complete experience of horror and bliss. Fainlight’s witch is ‘saintly’ as she suffers; she feels the presence of God alongside the Devil’s lust. At the poem’s conclusion, she addresses both Satan and the Lord. ‘My breasts could feed you both./I shall be queen when I am burned.’

The abandon of ‘The Witch’s Last Song’ is matched by Jean Sprackland’s furious and foul-mouthed poem ‘Exorcised’ (2007). Sprackland brings together traditional elements of the Devil in a sexualized vision of possession and exorcism, and exploits the potential of her demonic narrative to convey extreme and ambiguous emotions. The poem evokes the obliterating power of sexual desire, which takes the form of a possessing spirit:

There’s a demon that makes you nothing but cunt.


Your baby howls for milk behind a closed door


while you do this thing, do it, do it,


you’re helpless, staked to this man.


The demon of lust is transformed to the equally consuming spirit of jealousy when the man takes another lover. This leads to a full-scale possession, in which ‘someone else’s filthy words’ spill from the victim’s lips. An exorcism follows. The demoniac is held down by other women as a priest extracts the foul spirit from her body: it flies from her mouth as ‘a winged creature, charring the air’. The ritual ends in deceptive calm:

You lie at the feet of your priest,


in a pool of his light, which is all gentleness now.


He reaches down a cool hand.


And pushing aside the women who held you –


those women who stroked you


and sang to you – pushing them aside, you seize it.


The exorcised woman may be grabbing the priest’s hand or the demon. Whichever it is, her violence suggests that the ordeal is not finished. Reflecting on the ideas behind the poem, Sprackland has observed that intense emotions such as lust and jealousy ‘can make you feel as if there’s something trapped inside you – something frantic which needs to be “magicked” out’. The poem itself appears to have possessed a similar quality. Sprackland recalls writing it ‘in a state of great intensity, feeling almost out of control as I wrote, and my heart banging like mad’.

The fury of ‘Exorcised’ illustrates the creative potential of demonic themes, while its association of animal passion with unclean spirits mines the repertoire of traditional ideas about the evil one. This repertoire has been exceptionally rich. Satan’s role as a spirit of negation – Dostoevsky’s ‘necessary minus’ – has inspired both conventionally religious texts and more ambivalent or subversive ones. The same quality has created problems for visual artists, however, by preventing the establishment of a firm tradition of representing the fiend. As a result, depictions of the Devil in art have been even more diverse than those in literature.

Picturing Satan
 

The depiction of Satan creates particular problems for artists. This is partly because of the wide range of his possible manifestations: he can be a serpent, a dragon, an invisible presence, a monster, or a man. Other difficulties are theoretical. Lacking a physical body, he cannot be portrayed truly in corporeal form. In fact, as some medieval texts pointed out, all images of angels could be viewed only as allegories of spiritual beings rather than representations of bodily creatures. This difficulty was compounded in the case of the Devil, as he was identified with the intangible quality of evil. Following St Augustine, Christian thinkers typically viewed wickedness as a deficiency rather than a thing in itself: strictly speaking, it did not exist at all. The art historian Luther Link has noted that painters could not easily portray ‘the absence of something’; and since this absence was Satan’s defining characteristic, his representation was problematic.

In practice, artists were obliged to overcome these challenges. The Devil played such a central role in Christian thought that he could not be ignored; and the need to communicate religious ideas to an illiterate population made pictorial representations indispensable, particularly during the expansion of Christianity in the later Middle Ages. Painters responded by presenting the Devil as the visual antithesis of the positive figures in Christian art, creating a representational version of demonic inversion. The distinguishing features of medieval demons can be explained in this way. Unlike the robed figures of angels and saints, they were always portrayed naked; their bodies were rendered in sinuous detail, emphasizing the flesh instead of the spirit; and the possession of animal attributes – typically horns, beaks, wings, claws, hooves, or webbed feet – indicated bestial qualities rather than spiritual ones. Satanic behaviour was also the opposite of that of angels. To take one example, demons were often shown to be screaming, in contrast to the silence or delicate musicianship of their Heavenly counterparts. Perhaps the most subtle indication that demons were inverted angels was their blackened bodies. This depicted the Augustinian idea of evil as the absence of light. As Debra Higgs Strickland has observed, it gave ‘visual form to the abstract consequences of turning away from God’s light to serve the prince of darkness’.

The contrast between demonic and angelic forms was most obvious when the two were shown together. Indeed, they defined one another. In the 13th-century De Brailes Psalter, the illustration of the fall of the rebel angels actually depicts the transformation of angels into demons. Within a roundel in the upper part of the image, the Heavenly host is grouped symmetrically around the figure of Christ; their pleasant faces are turned towards him, and their bodies are clothed and white. In the lowest segment of the roundel beneath Christ’s feet, the rebel angels tumble into Hell. Those nearest to Heaven retain their white skin and even features; but as they fall, their bodies darken and their faces distort and acquire animal features. In contrast to the harmony above, Hell is a jumble of bodies (Figure 6). A similar contrast is evident in medieval and Renaissance paintings of the Last Judgement. In Hans Memling’s monumental Last Judgement of the 1460s, for example, a chaos of distorted and upended human figures is tormented by shrieking, dark-skinned demons bearing horns, beaks, fur, and claws. These monsters are the antithesis of the luminous angels who play music to greet the orderly ascent of the blessed into Paradise (Figure 1).

Memling’s Hellscape offers a satisfying depiction of the physical aspects of damnation. (Indeed, its very physicality contrasts to the spiritual qualities of Heaven.) The more intimate, psychological activities of the evil one were much harder to visualize. When Satan appeared as a tempter in medieval art – most often in images of Christ’s temptation in the wilderness – he was often portrayed in the same grotesque fashion as Memling’s demons: as a shaggy beast or a misshapen winged creature. To modern eyes at least, this undermines the intellectual meaning of the encounter. Giotto’s rendering of the Devil beside Judas as he betrays Christ is, perhaps, more effective: the figure belongs to a world of darkness that has somehow penetrated our own, and the paternal hand that he rests on Judas’ arm is chilling (Figure 3).
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6. As they spill out of Heaven, the rebel angels acquire the dark and grotesque appearance of demons. The dingy tumult of Hell contrasts with the luminous order above

 

A stark panel by Hieronymus Bosch in the ducal palace in Venice (c. 1504) conveys the psychological horror of Satan’s kingdom. A man sits in a vast and largely empty Hellscape, as tormented forms drift above him in a black river. To his left, a demon slits the throat of a struggling human figure. The man turns away from a winged demon that clasps his wrist and appears to beckon him, while the creature’s tail slides around his leg. By foregrounding an individual in a landscape of desolation and atrocity, the painting suggests the interior experience of damnation as well as its external manifestations.

Such visions of Hell pointed towards representations that could survive the decline of the personal Devil during the Enlightenment. In Goya’s depictions of witchcraft in the 1780s, the dark palette indicates irrationality and superstition as much as the bleakness of the sabbat. Like Bosch’s panel, these paintings focus on benighted minds as well as tortured bodies. William Blake’s portrayals of Lucifer in the same period challenged the conventional association between the Devil and darkness, and attempted to reclaim his status as the ‘bearer of light’. This complemented Blake’s larger project of uniting the energy of the body with the reason of the mind – a manifesto that he ascribed to an enlightened Satan in The Marriage of Heaven and Hell (1790). Blake’s pictorial innovations had limited impact, however. The French engraver Gustave Doré followed the traditional language of darkness and light in his immensely influential illustrations of the Bible in 1865. Doré’s depiction of Revelation 12 engulfs the satanic dragon in blackness, and his ‘Last Judgement’ (Rev. 20:12) shows sinners cascading into eternal night (Figure 7).

In 20th-century and contemporary art, depictions of evil have often avoided references to Satan. In his work on the Holocaust, the Belgian artist Luc Tuymans has explicitly eschewed ‘the spirituality of things’. He concentrates instead on the offices and clinics in which the business of genocide was organized. The result is a precise examination of objects and empty space, with an almost Augustinian sense of the vacuity of evil. Those artists who have explicitly addressed demonic themes have absorbed the conventions of an older visual tradition. In his series of images inspired by the rebel angels, Douglas Gray presents distorted bodies in a violent flux. The descending figures of ‘War in Heaven’ inhabit a darkness familiar from earlier depictions of the theme, and the disintegrating forms of ‘Fundamentally Flawed’ visualize Augustine’s view of the degraded and defective nature of wickedness. In Peter Doig’s ‘Blue Devil’ (2004), a figure with horns and bared teeth steps from a wood, and darkness seems to radiate from his body. It is unsurprising, perhaps, that Doig’s work has also referred to contemporary horror films such as Friday 13th. More than any other medium, cinema has contributed to the personification of evil in the modern age.
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7. In Gustave Doré’s engraving, the light of salvation contrasts with the darkness of separation from God

 

Screening Satan
 

Representing the Devil in film presents similar problems to those encountered in other visual arts. As the personification of an abstract concept, it is difficult to translate Satan into a moving image. The great resonance of the evil one in Western culture also creates the risk of disappointment: monstrous creatures such as the giant winged fiend in Jacques Tourneur’s Night of the Demon (1957) struggle to express the supernatural horror of evil, and potentially undermine its psychological character. The most effective films about the Devil have generally avoided obvious trappings of monstrosity, or have shown the evil one only indirectly. The possessed girl in William Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973) and the child Antichrist of Richard Donner’s The Omen (1976) channel power and malevolence without its source appearing on screen. Unlike the demons that populate Western art, these figures are not required primarily to convey a religious message. Nonetheless, Satan’s cinematic career has demonstrated the same potential for theological exposition, ambivalence, and subversion as his appearance in other media.

The most explicitly religious appearances of the Devil on screen are, of course, in depictions of the Bible. It is striking that these have eschewed the grotesque physical attributes that often delineate the evil one in art: divested of wings, claws, and horns, Satan takes on human form. In Pier Paulo Pasolini’s The Gospel According to St Matthew (1964), he dresses as a Catholic priest to tempt Jesus in a vast and surreal wilderness. Pasolini’s screenplay is taken entirely from scripture, and his haunting sequence seeks to create an ‘authentic’ vision of the encounter. Mel Gibson’s graphically intense The Passion of the Christ (2004) attempts a similar effect. The character of Satan – played by Rosalinda Celentano as an ashen, androgynous figure that seems to appear and vanish at will – is the film’s most otherworldly presence. The Passion dramatizes Satan’s negative qualities in an icy meeting with Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane. Speaking only in questions and denials, the evil one tests His faith in the Father: ‘No one man can carry this burden, I tell you. It is far too heavy,… No one. Ever. No. Never.’ Satan watches mutely as Christ is scourged and carries the cross to Golgotha – and screams in defeat as He dies.

Satan’s aim in The Passion is to preserve his reign on earth. Apart from Christ, he is the only character in the film who understands fully the purpose of the incarnation, and paradoxically he confirms its inestimable value. The Devil has an equally complex role in William Friedkin’s The Exorcist (1973), another film with a religious purpose. The Catholic screenwriter William Peter Blatty adapted the story from his own novel, which sought to awaken readers to the possibility of supernatural evil and – by extension – the reality of God. The film pursues the same idea. The possessed girl Regan is initially diagnosed with a brain lesion, and when her mother finally approaches a young priest, Damien Karras, to conduct an exorcism, he rejects the idea as superstitious. The Devil is apparently content to encourage such thinking; and Karras only accepts the possession as genuine when the words ‘help me’ erupt on the child’s skin. The church summons an experienced exorcist, Father Merrin, to perform the ritual, and he instantly recasts matters in terms of faith: when Karras asks if he wants to know the background to the case, Merrin replies simply ‘Why?’ The historian Nick Cull has summarized the film’s premise: ‘The audience is offered a choice of world views: the assumption of the doctors that human thought is nothing more than a collection of electrical impulses, and the assumption of the priests that human beings are pawns in a cosmic struggle between good and evil.’ The second assumption is vindicated. In the process, The Exorcist implies that the return of faith more widely is required to heal American society. The Devil’s victims are a single mother and her daughter, living in a milieu of materialism and unbelief; their rescuer belongs to an older, unfashionable world of eternal truths.

The religious message of The Exorcist was not, however, reflected in its reception and legacy. The disconcerting intensity of the possession scenes made a stronger impression on many audiences than the film’s spiritual concerns – and even led the US evangelist Billy Graham to condemn the movie. Its commercial success also encouraged a revival in horror cinema, including films with demonic themes such as Richard Donner’s The Omen (1976) and its sequels. Based loosely on the story of Antichrist, The Omen placed the son of the Devil in the home of a rich and politically ambitious American ambassador. The ambassador, played by Gregory Peck, discovers the child’s true nature and attempts to destroy it; he is killed for his efforts, and at the film’s conclusion, Satan’s child has entered the presidential household. Despite its portentous style, Donner’s film lacks the seriousness of The Exorcist: it even invents passages of scripture to support its plot. The Omen also rejects the reassurance of the earlier film: the Antichrist is embedded in the heart of American life, and apparently destined for political dominance.

For all its limitations, The Omen indicates the Devil’s ability to project potentially subversive ideas on screen. The child Antichrist unsettles the traditional securities of the family and the state, and hints at the final triumph of evil. Other film-makers have explored Satan’s capacity to stir anxieties and doubt. Perhaps the most powerful work in this tradition is Ingmar Bergman’s The Seventh Seal (1957). Set in a mythical medieval landscape, the film tells the story of the knight Antonius Bloch who attempts to escape the figure of Death by challenging him to a game of chess. The idea of Satan recurs throughout the film, and Death refers to himself as the Devil. In an early sequence, Bloch asks Death, disguised as a priest in the confessional, why God hides from the world: ‘I call out to him in the darkness. But it’s as if no one was there.’ Death replies that He might not be there at all, prompting the knight to exclaim that ‘life is a preposterous horror’. Here Death plays the role of a demonic tempter encouraging despair – and it is at this point that he calls himself the Devil. In a later scene that anticipates the logic of The Exorcist, Bloch asks a condemned witch to let him see Satan in order to confirm the existence of God: the witch claims that she can see the evil one, but the knight (and the audience) cannot. It is fitting, perhaps, that the actor Max Von Sydow played both the tormented knight in Bergman’s film and Father Merrin, the impregnably devout priest in The Exorcist. His career illustrated the full potential of the Devil’s character – from an unwilling agent of faith to the voice of uncertainty and despair.
  


Chapter 5
The Devil today
 

Satan in a secular world
 

The Devil has not gone away. In the secular cultures of the Western world, where Christianity remains one valid approach to life among many, Satan retains an important role in many faith communities. Beyond these communities, he survives as a potent figure in popular culture – though he no longer evokes fear among men and women for whom religion is not a central aspect of life. In a neutered form, the evil one appears in advertisements and greeting cards, and provides a mascot for football teams. These manifestations indicate the relative decline of the idea of a personal Devil in public life; but the concept of an external force of pure evil remains tenacious. Indeed, some philosophers and historians have argued that this concept, divested of its supernatural trappings, has come to dominate the politics of the 21st century.

The persistence of belief in the Devil provides the most direct evidence of Satan’s continuing influence. Here, as in other matters of religious faith, there appears to be a difference between the experience of the USA and other Western countries. An opinion survey in 2005 found that 60% of Americans believed in the evil one. A similar figure was reached in polls published in the early 1980s. Satan’s standing in other Western nations is less impressive. In 1982, George Gallup and William Proctor recorded that 21% of the British population, and 17% of the French, affirmed the existence of the Devil. A similar pattern is evident in attitudes towards damnation. In 2008, just over half of Americans questioned about the afterlife professed a definite belief in Hell, and another 20% claimed that it probably existed; in Britain, the figures were 11% and 16% respectively. These figures probably conceal a variety of attitudes towards supernatural evil. This is confirmed by Gallup and Proctor, who found that their American respondents were divided evenly between those who thought of Satan as a personal being and those who viewed him as an ‘impersonal force that influences people to do wrong’.

It is difficult to measure the effects of such ideas. Indeed, many individuals who accept the reality of Satan and Hell do not appear to carry these beliefs into other areas of life. Perhaps the most compelling evidence of the importance of belief in the Devil relates to the maintenance of faith communities themselves. In a study of evangelical Christian groups in Australia in 2001, the sociologist Andrew Singleton examined the stories that their members told of encounters with the evil one: these included accounts of demonic possession and sleep paralysis attributed to wicked spirits. Singleton observed that these stories validated the faith of those who told them, as satanic assaults confirmed their role in a struggle against cosmic evil. Moreover, the sharing of experiences about the Devil helped to bind communities of believers together. Singleton concluded that stories about Satan helped to forge the ‘strong sense of identity that many contemporary Christian groups have’, as well as their conviction that ‘Christian practices and beliefs are eternally true and valid’.

Such beliefs are not, of course, insulated from the social contexts in which they operate; nor are they innocent of political implications. For some Christians, the assertion of Satan’s power is part of a larger defence of traditional orthodoxy against the encroachment of liberal ideas. In his analysis of exorcism in contemporary America, Michael Cuneo has observed this tendency among some evangelical Protestants: he notes that ministers who cast out demons in this tradition ‘see themselves as agents of counter-secularization’. Cuneo also suggests that support for the practice among Catholics is linked to theological conservatism. It is no coincidence, perhaps, that the conservative pontificates of John Paul II and Benedict XVI have reaffirmed the concept of a personal Devil. A few months after his election in 2005, Benedict XVI commended the work of exorcists ‘in the service of the church’; and the Vatican supported a six-day conference on the practice in 2011. The idea of demonic temptation can also validate the social assumptions of particular communities: unacceptable forms of sexual behaviour, for example, are ascribed to satanic influence in some evangelical congregations, and can even be remedied through ‘deliverance ministry’.

Christians should be – and are – aware of the risks involved in this way of thinking. But the potentially undesirable consequences of demonology do not, in themselves, undermine the philosophical basis for belief in a personal Devil. Many contemporary theologians have defended this belief. For the Protestant Carl Braaten, the Devil is so integral to Christianity that his removal undermines the whole edifice of faith. ‘True Christianity’, he writes, ‘is stuck with the Devil … If believing in the existence of the Devil offends, if it is a stumbling block, that is really not unlike everything else in the Christian system of belief.’ For Braaten, the attempt to view Satan as a symbol of wickedness rather than a personal spirit is a dangerous step: such thinking could equally be applied to God, reducing Him to no more than a metaphor for goodness. Braaten’s arguments make a strong case for the cohesion of traditional theology, and the dangers of unthreading the ancient enemy from the tapestry of Christian belief. As such, he appeals more to those already within the fold than those outside it: indeed, some people for whom Satan is a ‘stumbling block’ might accept his analysis and reject Christianity outright.

While thinkers such as Braaten have defended the role of the Devil within Christianity, others have argued that only a supernatural source of evil can explain some aspects of human behaviour in the contemporary world. The philosopher Gordon Graham is perhaps the most sophisticated advocate of this view. Graham suggests that humanistic and scientific principles fail to account fully for human wickedness. Taking the example of Eric Harris and Dyland Klebold, two American adolescents who shot dead twelve children and one teacher at their high school in Columbine in 1999, Graham claims that non-religious attempts to account for their actions are inadequate: it is hard to make a convincing case that the killers were psychologically impaired, or driven to their crime by their interest in violent media. In this and other cases, some exterior influence is needed to complete the picture. Graham contends that the traditional Christian model of spiritual forces of good and evil provides a framework ‘which better explains both the existence and the nature of evil than the humanistic and naturalistic alternatives which underlie “our modern sensibility”’. Supporters of an entirely this-worldly account of violent behaviour might reply that Graham has simply pushed back the problem: if the deeds of Harris and Klebold cannot be explained in terms of their personal history and psychology, it is equally hard to explain the actions of the Devil. On this view, Graham’s analysis merely adds a new layer of complication to the problem of explaining human wickedness.

Beyond the context of religion and philosophy, Satan has maintained a presence in contemporary culture. Stripped of serious associations with evil, the figure of the Devil can provide a compelling and highly recognizable image – and one that retains an enticing trace of transgression. Advertisers have employed these qualities in campaigns for cigarettes, cars, and the illicit pleasures of various types of confectionery. The historian Robert Muchembled has related this process to the larger triumph of individualism and the ‘pursuit of happiness’ in Western societies: desires once viewed as sinful, and linked to demonic influence, are now deemed acceptable and promoted by lighthearted representations of the old enemy. In some cases, the use of satanic imagery retains a vestigial link to older and darker ideas: for instance, the ‘little devil’ dolls sold to celebrate Valentine’s Day echo the traditional connection between wicked spirits and lust.

A similar process is evident in contemporary representations of other phenomena once associated with real demons. In pre-modern Europe, for example, vampires were believed to be corpses possessed by evil spirits; and they were consequently feared as a source of contagion and violence. Their counterparts in 21st-century cinema and TV shows are frequently sympathetic, and as likely to inspire desire (or even emulation) as revulsion.

The image of witchcraft has experienced a similar transformation. A practice once thoroughly demonized by European and American intellectuals has lost most of its evil connotations, while retaining its association with femininity and nature. The modern witchcraft movement is not, as some of its adherents claim, the heir to an ancient cult suppressed in the 16th and 17th centuries, but rather the reinvention of the witch as a positive identity. This process was made possible by the retreat of Satan from public life.

In the late 20th century, the decline in the Devil’s status led some thinkers to question the ability of Western cultures to engage seriously with the reality of human wickedness. This failure was remarkable given the singular horrors of the Second World War and the Soviet gulags, and the more recent atrocities in Rwanda and the states of former Yugoslavia. In The Death of Satan (1995), the cultural theorist Andrew Delbanco described the situation crisply: ‘the work of the Devil is everywhere, but no one knows where to find him. We live in the most brutal century in human history, but instead of stepping forward to take the credit, he has rendered himself invisible.’ The secular world, Delbanco claimed, lacked an adequate language to make sense of atrocities, despite the compelling human need to do so. Without such a language, there was a danger that people would lapse into silence or inaction in the face of evil.

In the wake of the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington in 2001, the concept of evil has returned to public life. This has not been accompanied by the resurgence of the idea of a supernatural source of human wickedness, however. While some on the American religious right have linked the ‘evil’ of terrorism explicitly to demonic forces, such views remain outside the mainstream of Western politics and culture. But if the traditional idea of Satan has receded from contemporary accounts of evil, many of its psychological and social functions have re-emerged in a secular guise. The Devil has put on new clothes. Indeed, the revival of ‘demonological’ ways of thinking is powerful precisely because it appears to reject supernatural fantasies: today’s witch hunters are – ostensibly at least – rationalists pursuing this-worldly goals. Two phenomena exemplify the rise of modern-day demonology: the campaign against ‘satanic ritual abuse’ and the ongoing ‘war against terror’.

Modern myths of pure evil
 

The most obvious manifestation of contemporary demonology is found in allegations of ‘satanic ritual abuse’. These first emerged in 1980 with the publication of Michelle Remembers, the account of an alleged survivor of a Devil-worshipping cult in Canada. In a series of disclosures made to her therapist and co-author Lawrence Pazder, Michelle Smith described horrific rituals and assaults that began in her early childhood in the mid-1950s. Those responsible, she claimed, belonged to a clandestine network of satanists in British Columbia. Over the following decade, numerous similar reports emerged in North America and the United Kingdom, and several of these led to investigations by social workers and the police. When they were subjected to empirical scrutiny, the great majority of these allegations were found to be untrue – including the seminal testimony of Smith herself. In 1993, the British government published an enquiry into 84 cases of alleged ritual abuse, which concluded that there was no evidence of organized satanism in the UK. Subsequently, stories of secret cults of diabolists have continued to spread, reaching as far as New Zealand and Israel; and a minority of therapists continue to assert the dangers posed by such organizations.

Perhaps the most striking, and disturbing, aspect of these allegations is their tenacity. This arises in part from the need to examine each new case on its merits: no matter how many disclosures are found to be false, it is always possible that the next one will be genuine. This concern is reinforced by the fact that in some instances real abuse appears to have taken place, though its attribution to a secret network of satanists is a fantasy. In the British report on alleged ritual abuse, the sociologist Jean La Fontaine noted the appeal of a demonic explanation for the mistreatment of children: ‘People are reluctant to accept that parents, even those classed as social failures, will harm their own children, and even invite others to do so, but involvement with the Devil explains it.’ It is easier to accept the existence of a secret conspiracy of Devil-worshippers – however implausible this claim might be – than the mundane truth that apparently ordinary people are capable of sexual abuse.

The psychologist Roy Baumeister has explored the appeal of such explanations of human wickedness. He suggests that acts of violence or cruelty are normally framed within what he calls the ‘myth of pure evil’. This holds that perpetrators are social outsiders driven solely by the desire to wreck innocent lives. In popular representations of real-life atrocities, the personality and behaviour of offenders is made to conform to this myth, although it seldom provides an adequate account of their actual motives. This process is well illustrated (but by no means monopolized) by popular journalism, which frequently portrays murderers, sex criminals, and terrorists as sadistic monsters. Thus, human wrongdoers are cast in a role similar to Satan: as haters of goodness hungry for destruction. Among the attractions of this way of thinking, Baumeister observes, is the distancing of offenders from ordinary people. By affirming the idea of ‘pure evil’, we distance ourselves from those involved in dreadful crimes and tacitly confirm our own goodness.

The power of the myth of pure evil is clear in depictions of terrorism. Since they arise from political or religious motives, terrorist acts depart dramatically from conventional assumptions about wickedness: their perpetrators seek to advance a higher goal, which in their eyes at least is just and good. In some cases, they are prepared to risk or even sacrifice their lives in pursuit of this goal. The representation of terrorists as ‘mindless’ assassins impelled solely by the desire to kill is, therefore, particularly inapt; but this image dominates Western accounts of such people. The philosopher Phillip Cole has described the emergence of this way of thinking as ‘the return to Satan’. Since the Christian Devil is primarily a character in a drama – the enemy of goodness devoted to its ruin – it is possible to transfer this role to alternative, this-worldly figures. Viewed in this light, the concept of ‘international terror’ is a secular version of the ancient enemy; and terrorists play ‘a narrative role in a mythological world history’.

Such thinking has practical effects. Jessica Stern, a former director of the US National Security Council, has noted the consequences of believing that terrorists pose a purely evil threat to Western values: it sanctions the use of extreme force in response to the perceived menace, while potentially blinding policy-makers to the ‘countervailing dangers’ that this involves; and it encourages civilians to make sacrifices in the fight against wickedness. Other consequences also flow from Cole’s ‘mythological’ narrative: since a Devil-like enemy has no motive beyond malice, Western governments cannot expect to reach any compromise with the opponents they face. Indeed, the idea of an utterly malevolent adversary precludes even the possibility of understanding the motives of the other side. Several writers have noted the similarities between the ‘war on terror’ and earlier campaigns against satanic witchcraft. Most pertinently, the use of torture – or ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ – was justified against both witches and terrorists on the grounds that it was necessary to uncover a secret and deadly cult. The comparisons are not, perhaps, as exact as some commentators claim: after all, most allegations of witchcraft came from ordinary people rather than governments. Nonetheless, the similarities between witch hunts and the treatment of alleged terrorists should provoke anxiety in anyone familiar with the history of the Devil.

Both ritual abuse and the demonized perception of terrorism involve the incursion of wicked forces from ‘outside’. As Baumeister points out, the myth of pure evil preserves the distance between good people and malevolent strangers. This is made possible by the identification of particular threats – satanists or terrorists – which might invade the conventional world. There is, however, another way of thinking about the ‘principalities and powers’ of evil in a non-religious context. This is to acknowledge the social influences that make it hard for individuals to act decently towards one another, and which might, in some circumstances, come to dominate whole cultures. This approach encourages rather different responses to human suffering, while preserving the idea that evil exists as a powerful, external entity.

Principalities and powers
 

It is hard to be good, and unnervingly easy to be wicked. In the last fifty years, philosophers and social scientists have noted the capacity of ordinary people to commit atrocities in environments conducive to such behaviour. Examples are plentiful, from the involvement of German army reservists in the murder of Polish Jews in the Second World War, to the transformation of apparently normal men into war criminals in former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s. It appears that social contexts exert a profound influence on individual behaviour, and the ability to stand apart from cultural norms is often essential to moral judgement. The novelist and Holocaust survivor Primo Levi summed up this view in his description of Rudolph Höss, the commandant of Auschwitz. ‘In a climate different to the one he grew up in’, Levi wrote, ‘Höss would quite likely have wound up as some sort of drab functionary, committed to discipline and dedicated to order’. For Levi, the commandant’s guilt ‘lay entirely in the fact that he was unable to resist the pressure exerted on him by an evil environment’.

Crucially, the kind of ‘evil environment’ that Levi described was not created by any single individual; nor was it chosen by the great majority of those who came under its influence. It existed externally, much like the physical landscape into which people were born. In this concrete sense, it is possible to think of an external influence that impels men and women towards evil; indeed, it might even be necessary to think in this way. The theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether has developed this idea with particular clarity, and links it explicitly to the traditional concept of Satan:

The ancient religious writers of late Judaism and early Christianity were not wrong in suggesting that there is a pervasive ‘atmosphere’ of malevolent influences that dispose the self to choose evil more often than good. But they were wrong… in abstracting evil into demonic powers beyond humanity. Powers and principalities exist as the precondition of evil choices. But these powers and principalities are precisely the heritage of systematic social evil, which conditions our personal choices before we choose and prevents us from fully understanding our own choices and actions.


Other thinkers have taken a similar path. The New Testament scholar Johnny Awwad has observed that Jesus viewed social evils as ‘manifestations of Satan’s rule’, and saw their conquest as integral to His work as an exorcist. The political, intellectual, and economic climate that encouraged dehumanization in 1st-century Palestine existed prior to and beyond the agency of any individual; and while we may no longer accept the reality of a personal spirit that creates such conditions, their existence was and remains undeniable. Indeed, the philosopher Mary Midgley has noted that the growth of administrative cultures in the contemporary world ‘makes it easier all the time’ for individuals to surrender themselves to the anonymous powers of evil.

This way of thinking is, in many ways, closer to the traditional concept of Satan than the myth of pure evil. While it rejects what Ruether calls ‘demonic powers beyond humanity’, it preserves the belief that wickedness involves forces that transcend the individual. It also retains the possibility – familiar to all demonologists – that anyone might succumb to these powers if they fail to exercise sufficient care. Thus, it impels men and women to search their consciences for the effects of a corrupting world, and to see goodness as an active struggle against countervailing influences. Moreover, the awareness that the beliefs and social structures into which we are born might lead to ‘evil choices’ affirms an ancient insight into the powers of darkness: they pretend to be good. There are, no doubt, some people who pursue destruction and inhumanity for its own sake; but many more do so because they believe they are in the right. As St Paul and countless others insisted, Satan comes as an angel of light.

Perhaps the most penetrating writer on the secular manifestations of ‘Satan’ was the poet W. H. Auden. In his early thought, Auden aligned the corrupting forces of modern society with older Christian concepts: thus, the capitalist system was Satan, the ruling classes were devils, and Hellfire was ‘starvation, war, unemployment’. He later personified the Devil as an inner voice of deceit and denial: the ‘Prince of Lies’ and ‘Spirit-that-denies’. This voice flatters the ego with false promises of intellectual and emotional fulfilment, but leads only to destruction. Auden composed this image in the late 1930s, when he was sharply aware of the power of evil to seduce the unwary. Thirty years later, he recalled attending a German-language newsreel in New York that celebrated the Nazi invasion of Poland. He remembered how ‘quite ordinary, supposedly harmless Germans in the audience were shouting “Kill the Poles!”’

After his conversion to Christianity, Auden continued to explore demonic themes. He refined his early insight that Satan operated through a network of social influences and ideas, and developed the view – familiar to St Paul, Gregory the Great, and Martin Luther – that he hides himself in the everyday things of the world. In ‘Song of the Devil’ (1963), the fiend explains how he adjusts his approach to the conventions of particular times – since successful ‘temptation/is a matter of timing’. His present method is to encourage people to see themselves as ‘goods’ in an amoral marketplace of material achievement, supported by public relations and the literature of self-help. This approach is proving fruitful, but does nothing to assuage the fiend’s destructive rage. In a jolt of contemptuous despair, Auden summed up Satan’s relationship to the modern world: ‘I’m so bored with the whole fucking crowd of you / I could scream!’
  


Conclusion
 

Satan is a creature of darkness and spite. These two qualities unite the various historical, literary, and theological representations of the Devil that this book has surveyed; and they also help to explain his enduring appeal. The belief in a spirit of malice, driven solely by the desire to cause harm, appears to address abiding psychological needs. Most crucially, it means that when terrible things happen a wilfully vicious agent is always involved. This is true of natural disasters as well as man-made calamities such as war, and the destructive acts of individuals. And it is true even for those Christians who believe, with St Augustine, that God is ultimately responsible for everything that happens in the world. Even if Satan is merely the unwilling tool of God, he still contributes an evil will to the destructive acts that his master ordains. If it is true that people need to believe in a benevolent creator to give moral value to the world, it might also be true they need to believe that a malicious power is implicated in human suffering. To paraphrase Voltaire, if the Devil did not exist, it might be necessary to invent him.

To the people of the pre-modern world, who took for granted the existence of an invisible community of spirits that interacted with humankind, the idea of a personal Devil was entirely comprehensible. Indeed, it was obvious that such an entity existed. In the secular cultures of contemporary Europe and North America, this idea has diminished from a fact of life to a matter of personal belief – albeit one that is endorsed by millions of people within faith communities. But the desire to believe in a force of pure evil persists beyond the realm of religion: the idea that terrorists and child killers are motivated solely by a lust to destroy is only the latest manifestation of this desire, and will certainly not be the last.

Such contemporary reformulations of the figure of Satan lack the subtlety of traditional beliefs. Much of this subtlety was contained in the second persistent quality of the Devil: his association with darkness. At its most simple, this reflected the dangers of the night for communities without artificial lighting and heat: the physical threat of darkness gave resonance to the words of the evening service in the English Book of Common Prayer: ‘Lighten our darkness we beseech thee, O Lord, and by thy great mercy defend us from all perils and dangers of this night.’ Satan’s relationship with darkness also reflected psychological and philosophical insights. As a creature of night, his presence was concealed: he operated by deception and stealth, and was most powerful when he was unseen. He ruled the hearts of men and women when they were least aware of his activity. The quality of darkness also illustrated the nature of his power: this was the lack of positive attributes such as light and warmth. The prince of darkness was defined by what he did not possess: goodness, truth, justice, and love. And he seduced his victims by encouraging their deficiencies rather than cultivating their positive desires.

These ideas provided diverse resources for dealing with evil. The awareness of Satan’s activity could encourage pogroms and judicial massacres when perceived enemies of goodness – such as heretics, Jews, and witches – were identified as confederates of the fiend. Equally, the concept of satanic darkness promoted self-reflection and an intense understanding of the frailty of human judgement. Both qualities were displayed during the witch persecutions of the 16th and 17th centuries: the brutal idealism of men such as Jean Bodin and Martín Del Rio sent many thousands to their deaths, but this was balanced by the scepticism of Johann Weyer and Friedrich Spee, for whom the Devil’s involvement in witchcraft necessitated wariness and judicial caution. It was Satan’s policy, warned the New England minister Increase Mather in 1692, to ‘lay before men excellent good principles’ in order to lead them astray. This insight led Mather to oppose the witch trials in Salem, where he believed that innocent people were falsely accused ‘through the malice of the Devil’.

Despite the retreat of Satan from the heart of public life, both responses to evil remain possible. The continued appeal of the myth of motiveless wickedness is clear. But so too is the relevance of the larger tradition of seeking the origins of destructive behaviour outside the individual, and understanding the need for vigilance and positive effort to resist their effects. Those who knew Satan as the ‘prince of this world’ possessed, perhaps, a sharper sense of the seductive power of ‘evil environments’ than many people today. They certainly saw that well-intentioned men and women could do great harm in pursuit of ostensibly laudable goals: in the words of Gregory the Great, the forces of darkness are ‘lying in wait for good people in secret’, and ‘deceive them under an appearance of holiness’. This warning was echoed by the opponents of witch trials in 16th- and 17th-century Europe, and remains relevant to our own war against terrorism. The idea that evil is the lack of something better also demands serious thought. It is more often the failure to act than the desire to cause harm that allows innocents to suffer. If the prince of darkness existed, he would surely rejoice that this truth is so easily forgotten. He might even, as Charles Baudelaire suggested, choose to encourage our ignorance by pretending he does not exist at all.
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