The Salem Witch Trials and Robert Eggers' The Witch
[00:00:00] 
Josh Hutchinson: Welcome to The Thing About the Salem Witch Trials. I'm Josh Hutchinson. It's October now, and Halloween is right around the corner, so let's talk about a horror film that's inspired by the actual real witch trials. Director Robert Eggers drew heavily on 17th century New England folklore about witchcraft and the actual 1692 court transcripts to construct Caleb's harrowing climactic scene where he wakes up in bed and then passes. But what happens in between is so interesting. We really wanna look into that. This, of course, I'm talking about the movie, The Witch, from 2015.
Sarah Jack: Almost every single detail in the scene that Caleb, the oldest son of the family, suffers through is a direct reflection of historical testimony recorded during the Salem Witch Trials. This is Sarah Jack.
Josh Hutchinson: Caleb returns from the [00:01:00] woods. He's naked, he's shivering, he's weak. He's been afflicted and tormented like the people claimed in the Salem Witch Trials, and now he's put in bed and he's out cold, which happened to some of the afflicted in the Salem Witch Trials. And he gets hag-ridden, which is another thing that happens a lot, especially you might think of people describing Bridget Bishop coming into their room at night and kneeling on their stomachs and wearing her red paragon bodice that they would describe, you know, exactly what happened in these probably just dreams, maybe sleep paralysis experiences that people were having at night, but Caleb has a similar thing happen where he wakes up screaming that she kneels on him and his bowels are being pulled out and everything like that, that the same people in Salem accused people [00:02:00] of.
Sarah Jack: And in the film, the setting, this is like one of the moments that's well-lit. Some of the other darker, evily, evilish moments of the film have been more in the dark with the witch in her hut. But he's on a white linen bed, and it's not hard to see what's going it, on. It's just like center stage of the story at that point. And as it goes through these afflictions, you're just, you're right there in 1692 only. Instead we're in The Witch film. As he's laying there suffering in his delirium, he's paralyzed, he starts muttering and naming Satan's animals. He's rambling about the shapes, and in the film we've seen some animals. Not a cat. We did not see a cat, but
Sarah Jack: we see a brown hare or [00:03:00] rabbit. 
Sarah Jack: the black goat, and the sheep.
Josh Hutchinson: And the raven.
Sarah Jack: Oh, yes, the 
Josh Hutchinson: Yes. The raven's always there watching. 
Josh Hutchinson: So when we look at the records from the Salem Witch Trials, they're filled with testimonies detailing these animal familiars. Pretty much anybody who was accused of witchcraft was accused of having some kind of accomplice in the shape of an animal or an imp. And accusers and confessors like Tituba and Abigail Hobbs describe Satan appearing as a talking black dog, a hog, red and black cats, yellow birds, brown puppies, a white calf, and even a creature with a monkey's body and a cock's feet.
Sarah Jack: Then he starts naming a witch. "It's her. It's her." He rises right out of bed and points wildly into the room, identifying a tormentor. "It's her." I'm not sure. I [00:04:00] feel like it leaves it up to us to decide who it's her is, because I wanna believe he's referring to the Witch in the Woods. What do you think?
Josh Hutchinson: It's hard to say. It leaves it open to interpretation. It could be the Witch in the Woods who actually lured him and afflicted him, or it could be his sister, Thomasin, that he's talking about as a witch, because people are accusing her. Her mother accuses her of witchcraft. 
Josh Hutchinson: 
Sarah Jack: During the courtroom hearings in the 1692 Salem records, we hear about these deathbed afflictions and accusers pointing in thin air and one shouted, "There is Goodman Procter," or, "There is Goodman Procter, old witch." That's right in the records. Because specters and these apparitions of the alleged witches are appearing, and they're invisible, [00:05:00] the other onlookers couldn't identify a shape in the room or validate the accusation.
Josh Hutchinson: Yeah. Now, when Caleb wakes up, I wanted to just point something out real quick. He, he's talking about this affliction that he's having, and the pains that he has are the same that the people in the Salem witch trials were talking about. He says, "She kneels, my bowels, my stomach, she pinches." So people in the Salem witch trials would talk about their bowels being pulled out, and people putting pressure on their abdomens and stomachs, and they would talk about getting pinched and pricked and things like this.
Josh Hutchinson: And he's experiencing all this, and then he has this dramatic thing where his mouth seals closed, and that's, like, straight out of the Salem witch trials, too, because there's so many incidents of different people having their mouths sealed right when they're asked an [00:06:00] important question in the courtroom or some other situation like that. Somebody like an Ann Putnam Jr. or Mercy Lewis, suddenly their mouth gets stopped up and they can't speak.
Sarah Jack: He's in bed, and the testimonies in court often are referring to these attacks back at home. But it's being played out right in this court of law, where the judges, jury are accepting it as evidence against an innocent person.
Josh Hutchinson: Yeah, the accusers are acting out these afflictions. They're describing what's happening to them as the pinching and pricking and all these things, choking them and knocking them down. And this is all happening in the courtroom before people's eyes, and this is the key evidence other than spectral evidence, which is just seeing the shape of a person appear and hurt you. Evidence that was really relied [00:07:00] on was these performances in the courtroom of the afflictions, the people announcing what's happening to them.
Josh Hutchinson: After Caleb wakes up and he screams out a few things that we mentioned, that she's kneeling on him and pricking him and whatever, but he spits out a bloodied apple, like coughs it up from deep in his throat, and it's just out, and it's kind of rotting, the apple, as well as being covered in blood.
Josh Hutchinson: So I'm wondering, is this like a poison apple that he was forced to ingest, or she put down his throat, the witch?
Sarah Jack: Yeah, I really felt like this is one of the things in this folktale, because it's a folktale, it's not a telling of the Salem Witch Trials. It's a folktale that's inspired by records of witch trials like Salem, but I really felt like it was a nod to the poison apple [00:08:00] from many stories of a witch, and specifically Snow White.
Josh Hutchinson: I was thinking Snow White, too. As soon as I saw that, you picture the Evil Queen and, you know, trying to put Snow White... Well, she does put Snow White to sleep, right? 
Sarah Jack: Yeah. 
Josh Hutchinson: something to her, yeah.
Sarah Jack: Yeah. So it really is giving us even, like, a second option to what is happening, that maybe the witchcraft that has put him in this paralysis is the poisoned apple.
Josh Hutchinson: Right. And then we see people in witch trial records spitting blood from their mouths at different times. Mary Warren spat blood from her mouth during some courtroom fits when accused witches would look at her. And Susannah Sheldon testified that she spit blood after being stabbed by a specter. And then William Beale described his nose gushing with blood on horseback after a dispute with witchcraft suspect [00:09:00] Philip English.
Sarah Jack: The Salem witch trials were violent.When you look at the supposed attacks, the stories, what the victims were claiming to experience, it wasn't, "Oh, this person just made me scared," or, "I might not be safe to go in the woods." They, like, tell these horrifying stories that they're, like, within inches of their death, and they're bloody stories.
Josh Hutchinson: They are. The people they're accusing of witchcraft, they're also accusing of vile things like murder and torture and, you know, strangling people to within an inch of their life. So it's very violent attacks that get described. It's usually they're talking about these specters, these shapes, apparitions. Sometimes they're even talking about ghosts coming back bloody and being very angry at their witch that supposedly killed them.
Josh Hutchinson: And when Caleb is [00:10:00] crying out, he's crying out that the witch is sending her imps and demons to destroy him. He says, "She sends her devils."
Sarah Jack: And we know from watching the story, there is an animal there that pretty much destroys everybody. He has lured and tempted the twins. He literally kills the dad, and then he transforms into the devil and offers a contract with Thomasin.
Josh Hutchinson: And it's a magical transformation. We're talking about Black Phillip, the big black goat
Sarah Jack: So yeah, Black Phillip is really, he's kind of, when you're first watching the movie, he seems like more of a background character and a side kind of, you know, thing for some entertainment. But he's really, really, really central to the story in so many ways. Just like in the Salem Witch Trials, Satan was [00:11:00] center to all of these stories that they're talking about, because the witches became witches by signing a contract with the devil, and then the devil and his demons are making appearances and tormenting people and tempting people and doing all kinds of things that Black Phillip does in the movie.
Josh Hutchinson: He speaks to Jonas and Mercy, and they go around telling stories and singing songs about him, and things that they've heard him say to them that other people just dismiss as child's play, you know? So, which makes me think of in the Salem Witch Trials, of course, the children were taken very seriously, not dismissed as, "Oh, that's just child's play," what they're making, what they're saying there. You know, it's not like it, people weren't thinking it was just wild imaginations.
Sarah Jack: That's a really good point, because there's several scenes where those [00:12:00] twins are dancing around and giving this song report from the goat, or worshiping him, exalting him essentially with their song, and they are dismissed. But we know that it fueled the Salem witch trials, what the kids were saying, what the afflicted young women were saying. Nobody was dismissing it.
Josh Hutchinson: Right. People took it so seriously that they were on the brink of death and that the only way to bring them back was to eliminate witches. 
Sarah Jack: While this terrible scene with Caleb is unfolding, the twins aren't dancing around. They witness some of the horror, the sitting up, the dad is like, "Look away, don't look." They try to protect them, but what's happening with Caleb just basically swallows the room up, and the [00:13:00] parents and the older sister are, like, right there. But Mercy and Jonas end up lying down in this catatonic and unresponsive state.
Josh Hutchinson: Yeah, they cannot be awakened until finally the father threatens them, which comes straight out of witch trial records. This actually reminds me of a Connecticut case of Kate Branch in 1692, where she's accusing people of afflicting her. And she would go into these states, these unresponsive, just laying in her bed states, and people would try to wake her up, and she wouldn't wake up. But then once they brought out the scissors to try to cut her hair one time, and another time, they were gonna bleed her, and she didn't like that, so she just sat straight up in bed. And you know, so it happens in the movie, too, with Mercy and Jonas. The father threatens them, [00:14:00] they bolt right up, but it's very much right out of these witch trials again.
Sarah Jack: Yeah. And that haircutting and that bloodletting, that was some folk magic they were trying to identify the witch through.
Josh Hutchinson: Mm-hmm. Yeah. I believe they were gonna burn a piece of the hair, because that would draw the witch to the house where the affliction was happening, and they were gonna y- yeah, just bleed her as a normal... Well, the bleeding was a part of a normal health treatment, but the, the cutting the hair was definitely counter-magical.
Sarah Jack: Okay. Don't do that. We don't offer medical advice here.
Sarah Jack: Yeah, do not bleed anybody. If you think they're sick, take them to the hospital. Don't do anything like opening up any wounds yourself. His journey in this bed takes a sudden turn. 
Sarah Jack: Yeah. So Caleb is [00:15:00] lying here unresponsive, and then he sits up in the bed a little bit and he starts to say, you know, he's feeling the love of Jesus upon him. He says he's casting his countenance upon him, and he asks Jesus to take him into his lap. And so he wants to go to heaven and be with Christ in dying.
Sarah Jack: And at this point, he's not suffering. It's the opposite. It's this ecstasy. Well, my opinion of this part of the story is that this causes a jealousy with his mother, because his mother had earlier told this story about this beautiful dream she had, and she was telling her husband this dream of friendship with Christ because she wanted her husband to believe that she was an elect, that she was holy and elect. And she didn't know. The Puritans couldn't know. They knew that [00:16:00] some were elect, but they knew that they couldn't know, so there was this constant fear that they were not elect. And so when Caleb has this event, he, it- it's showing election for him.
Josh Hutchinson: Right. He's accepting God's grace and being filled with it as if he is chosen and called to have that eternal life in heaven. But his mother accuses him later, just a moment later, her response is that the devil was speaking through him, and so she thinks that he goes to hell, actually.
Sarah Jack: Yeah, which is, again, center stage of the Salem Witch Trials, the ministers and the magistrates, this dilemma, is the devil impersonating God? Is the devil impersonating our community members?
Josh Hutchinson: So what's happening with this rapture [00:17:00] that Caleb is experiencing is very similar to some reports out of the Salem witch trials, including most notably Mercy Lewis' famous heavenly vision. She, on April 1st, 1692, she reports that during a trance, she was transported to a glorious place, which had no candles nor sun, yet was full of light and brightness. And she saw a multitude in glittering white robes singing psalms, crying out in rapturous joy, and she said, "Let me be along with you." 
Josh Hutchinson: So the Puritans intensely watched deathbeds for those exact moments of pious ecstasy and assurance of divine salvation. It makes me think again of Connecticut. You look at a story that Cotton Mather later wrote about, you know, five decades later.
Josh Hutchinson: So in 1647, an epidemic went through Windsor, [00:18:00] Connecticut, and Priscilla Thornton and three of her siblings passed away, the children of Thomas Thornton, who later became a minister. And so Cotton Mather tells this story in a later book, much later, that Priscilla on her deathbed was just so full of love for Christ and love for her family, and she was so at peace and ready to go to heaven, that she was an example to the world of how you accept what God gives to you, even unto the death.
Sarah Jack: The Lord's Prayer is right out of the Salem Witch Trials. It's used to test the witches in court. The judges ask them to say the Lord's Prayer, and if they trip up, then they're not devout Christians. There was trouble with Sarah Good. There was trouble with George [00:19:00] Jacobs Sr. 
Sarah Jack: And famously, we like this word today, Robert Calef records that George Burroughs at the gallows is reciting the Lord's Prayer to his community member, showing them that he's innocent.
Josh Hutchinson: He recites it perfectly word for word with no errors or hesitation, and the crowd is stunned, because witches in the folklore and belief of the time were not supposed to be able to recite the Lord's Prayer. 
Josh Hutchinson: And, George Burroughs says it, and then Cotton Mather calms the crowd because the crowd is starting to turn against the executions and thinking, "Oh, we've gotta save George Burroughs." But Cotton rides up on his horse, and from his high horse, he says, "Shush. This guy wasn't even an ordained minister." He denigrates George Burroughs [00:20:00] and somehow calms the crowd into just passively observing the rest of the hangings.
Sarah Jack: In this scene with Caleb, 
Sarah Jack: Thomasin, who's essentially the main target of who's a witch in her house, she does say the prayer with them.
Sarah Jack: She says it, and she gets through the first couple lines perfectly, and then she gets distracted by Jonas and Mercy. They're starting to roll on the floor and clutch themselves and say, "Oh, she hurts me. I can't remember my prayer." Oh, 
Josh Hutchinson: was another thing out of witch trials. You get that right out of 1688, the Goody Glover case. The Goodwin children could not say prayers or stand to have the Bible read in their presence or any good book according to Cotton Mather. They could only take silly books. So,
Sarah Jack: Yeah. Yeah
Josh Hutchinson: yeah
Sarah Jack: At the [00:21:00] end of this prayer, you're hoping as a viewer that he's gonna live, that they're gonna be okay. But he's not. He dies from this physical and spiritual torment. He dies of bewitchment.
Josh Hutchinson: He dies, and there were several people in 1692 who were said to have died of bewitchment. They, of course, actually died of natural causes, but several people who were suffering from mysterious illnesses that had violent fits, people like Daniel Wilkins, Elizabeth Ballard, Timothy Swan, they did actually succumb to whatever real illness was affecting them, and that was blamed on witchcraft.
Sarah Jack: These were just out of one scene of this awesome movie. The whole movie is just chock-full of these comparisons and this telling of [00:22:00] bewitchment in the woods in New England as a folktale. And you can hear us talk about the movie at more length on The Thing About Witch Hunts podcast. 
Josh Hutchinson: Thank you so much for joining us today. We're really glad that you were here. This has been a pleasure doing this discussion of The Witch. Recommend that if you haven't seen it, we probably spoiled some of it for you, but not everything. So go watch it right away. It's amazing, and it's so, like Sarah was saying, there's hundreds of things, if you pay attention to the details, that are just ripped right out of the witch trials.
Sarah Jack: Come talk to us on Facebook. We've got a page that's full of discussion right now, Salem Witch Hunt on Facebook. 
