
 

1 



  Our Image of Witches? 
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Apuleius, Metamorphoses 

Met. 1.7.7 Socrates narrates: 

I stopped with a certain  

innkeeper called Meroe,  

an old woman, but still  

quite sexy… 
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Apuleius, Metamorphoses 

Aristomenes is sceptical, Socrates warns him: 

 

Met. 1.8.3 ‘That powerful woman and inn-
keeping queen – what kind of woman is she?’ 
8.4 ‘A witch’, he said’, ‘and with power of the 
divine, to pull down heaven and to hang up the 
earth, to solidify fountains and to wear away 
mountains, to raise ghosts and to bring down 
gods, to switch out stars and light up Tartarus 
itself.’ 
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Socrates lists Meroe’s powers 

Met. 1.8.6 ‘… making men fall in love with her madly – 
not only the locals, but also Indians and Aethiopians 
(both kinds), and even Antipodeans, are idle matters of 
her art and mere trifles. […] 9.1 Her lover, because he had 
dared to make advances to another woman, she turned 
with a single word into a wild animal, a beaver. […] 9.3 A 
neighbouring innkeeper, too, and therefore her rival, she 
transformed into a frog, and now that old man swims 
around in a vat of his own wine, and submerged in its 
dregs addresses his previous customers raucously with 
officious croaking. 9.4 Another man from the forum she 
transformed into a ram because he had spoken against 
her, and now he conducts his cases as a ram.  
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Meroe’s Grudges 

Met. 1.12.2 … I saw two women of rather advanced 
age. 12.3 One of them carried a lighted lamp, the 
other a sponge and an unsheathed sword. So 
equipped they stood around Socrates who was fast 
asleep. 12.4 The one with the sword began to 
speak: ‘[…], 12.5 this is the one who poured disdain 
on my love and not only maligned me with 
slanders, but also arranged his escape. 12.6 But I, 
deserted, to be sure, through the cunning of an 
Odysseus, will weep, Calypso-like, for my eternal 
loneliness.’ 
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The “Thessalian Trick” 
 Horace Epodes 5.46:  

[the witch Folia] spirits away the stars with Thessalian 
charms, and steals the moon from the sky. 

  
Tibullus 1.2.43ff.:  

…the truthful witch 
promised me that, with her magic rites. 

I’ve seen her drawing stars down from the sky: 
her chant turns back the course of the flowing river. 

her spells split the ground, conjure ghosts from the tomb 
and summon dead bones from the glowing funeral pyre: 

now she holds the infernal crew with magic hissing, 
now sprinkling milk orders them to retreat. 

As she wishes, she dispels the cloud from the sombre sky: 
as she wishes, calls up snows to a summer world. 

7 



Meroe in Aethiopia 
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Augustine of Hippo, City of God 18.18 
(shortly after 410 AD) 

 
What We Should Believe Concerning the Transformations Which Seem 
to Happen to Men Through the Art of Demons. 
[…] 
Indeed we ourselves, when in Italy, heard such things about a certain 
region there where landladies of inns, imbued with these wicked arts, 
were said to be in the habit of giving to such travellers as they chose, 
or could manage, something in a piece of cheese by which they were 
changed on the spot into beasts of burden, and carried whatever was 
necessary, and were restored to their own form when the work was 
done. Yet their mind did not become bestial, but remained rational 
and human, just as Apuleius, in the books he wrote with the title of 
The Golden Ass, has told, or feigned, that it happened to his own self 
that, on taking poison, he became an ass, while retaining his human 
mind. 
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Magicians and Witch Hunters 

Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim (1486– 
1535), De Occulta Philosophia 

 

 

Nicholas Remy, Daemonolatreia (1595) 
 

See also: 

Ulrich Molitor, On Female Witches and Seers (De 
Laniis et Phitonicis Mulieribus) (1489) 
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George Peele, The Old Wives’ Tale, 
Scene 4 (1595) 

Sacrapant: 

In Thessaly was I born and brought up, 

My mother Meroe hight, [i.e. “named”] a 
famous witch, 

And by her cunning I of her did learn 

To change and alter shapes of mortal men. 

There did I turn myself into a dragon, 

And stole away the daughter to the king... 
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Ben Jonson, Masque of Queens II.146–
52 (1609) 

 

Let us disturb it then, and blast the Light; 
Mix Hell with Heaven, and make Nature fight 
Within her self; loose the whole henge of 
Things; 
And cause the ends run back, into their Springs. 
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Shakespeare, Macbeth IV.i.52–61  
MACBETH  
I conjure you, by that which you profess, 
Howe'er you come to know it, answer me: 
Though you untie the winds and let them fight 
Against the churches; though the yesty waves 
Confound and swallow navigation up; 
Though bladed corn be lodged and trees blown 
down; 
Though castles topple on their warders' heads; 
Though palaces and pyramids do slope 
Their heads to their foundations; though the 
treasure 
Of nature's germens tumble all together, 
Even till destruction sicken; answer me 
To what I ask you. 
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Christopher Marlowe, Dr Faustus, 
scene III (1588) 

Faustus: 

 

Now that the gloomy shadow of the earth 

Longing to view Orion’s drizzling look, 

Leaps from the antarctic world unto the sky, 

And dims the welkin with her pitchy breath, 

Faustus, begin thine incantations… 
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Shakespeare, The Tempest V.1.269f. 
(1610/11; on Sycorax and Caliban) 

His mother was a witch, and one  

so strong That could  

control the moon,  

make flows and  

ebbs, And deal in her  

command without  

her power. 
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Milton, Paradise Lost 2.665f. (1667) 
 

Nor uglier follow the Night-Hag, when call'd 
In secret, riding through the Air she comes 
Lur'd with the smell of infant blood, to dance 
With Lapland Witches, while the labouring 
Moon 
Eclipses at their charms. 

16 



Robert Burton The Anatomy of 
Melancholy 3.349 (1621) 

 
T’is not held fit for an ancient woman to match 
with a young man […] it is, as Apuleius gives out 
of his Meroe, congressus annosus, pestilens, 
abhorrendus, a pestilent match, abominable, 
and not to be endured. In such case, how can 
they otherwise choose be but jealous, how 
should they agree one with another? 
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Charles Nodier (1780 – 1848) Smarra 
ou les Démons de la Nuit (1821)  
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John Jay Chapman, Cupid and Psyche, 
Act II (1916) 

Meroe (sister of Panthia and Psyche):  

 

To flout me. Psyche sends them. She is rich.  

Her husband is a monarch, handsome, young;  

Mine is an old, dishonest, drunken beggar.  

 

19 



Louis Couperus, De verliefde ezel (The 
Ass in Love) 1918 

Meroe, the beautiful 
“famous courtesan” 
commands a harpy to 
curse Charmides into 
turning into a donkey 
whenever he falls in love 
(with someone other than 
Meroe) 
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Kerry Greenwood, Forbidden Fruit 2010 

Meroe has long, harsh black hair and always  
dresses in a black top, a long  
black skirt and a wrap, from the  
colour of which you can usually  
guess her mood. I don’t know how 
old she is. When she smiles, she  
might be a weather-beaten forty.  
When she broods, she might be a  
youthful seventy. She takes care of all  
magical ritual round our way from  
her shop, the Sibyl’s Cave  
(Chapter One).   
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Meroe and Frogs? 

No noise from below or above. The quiet was a 
little unsettling. I hoped that Meroe had turned 
them all into frogs. Toads, rather; frogs are quite 
cute, and endangered as well. 

 

(Chapter 10)  
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“Modern” Stereotyping? 
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Compare ancient Greek stereotypes about “Thessalian women” 



Has Meroe read Apuleius? 

Meroe reminisces:  

“Yes. I once knew a donkey who loved roses.”  

(chapter 10) 
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A Donkey Who Likes Roses 

Coming neatly and confidently down the steps from 
Centreway Arcade was a donkey. A female donkey. 
A jennet, in fact. She was silvery grey, with beautiful 
ears and a rather fetching straw hat. She had been 
saddled with two willow-basket panniers, which 
seemed to be empty. And she was heading for 
Earthly Delights with a determined expression, as 
far as donkeys have expressions. She clipped along 
past the Japanese restaurant and the coin shop, 
waited for a few astounded pedestrians to move 
aside, and then she was at my door, walking inside 
as far as the panniers would allow... 
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Katy Perry “Dark Horse” 

So you wanna play with magic 
Boy, you should know what you're falling for 
Baby do you dare to do this? 
Cause I’m coming at you like a dark horse 
Are you ready for, ready for 
A perfect storm, perfect storm 
Cause once you’re mine, once you’re mine 
There’s no going back 
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Make me your Aphrodite 
Make me your one and only 
But don’t make me your enemy,  
your enemy, your enemy 
… 
Mark my words 
This love will make you levitate 
Like a bird 
Like a bird without a cage 
But down to earth 
If you choose to walk away,  
don’t walk away 

Katy Perry: “Dark Horse” 
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Our Images of Witches? 

28 


