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SSSS he thanks the demons; I thank the angels. That is it, in a
nut shell. The difference between us is illustrated there, in
the acknowledgments sections at the beginnings of our

books. The fact that we are both thanking supernatural entities
in print, whether those acknowledgments be “tongue-in-cheek”
or not, suggests that María Jesús Zamora Calvo is my perfect
counterpart in Spain, and that we are perhaps uniquely
positioned to appreciate each other’s work.

At the outset, let me say that I am simply overwhelmed by
her erudition. She is so modest that we read for one hundred
fifty pages before discovering, to our astonishment, that to lay
the groundwork for this study, she has compiled a corpus of
2,500 stories inserted into some 250 treatises on magic,
witchcraft and demonology, most of them in Latin. I am amazed
by this woman!

Let me also say that this is, hands down, the best topic I have
seen in years for a scholarly book. I wish I had thought of it
myself. I have run across these same stories so many times in
the course of reading magic books (in fact, they are the only part
which makes most of this sort of reading bearable) and had the
vague feeling that “you know, someone ought to do something
with these…”

One of the book’s great strengths is also its greatest
weakness: the broad introduction is comparative and wide-
ranging, but often relies on secondary sources. To lay a
foundation for her study, the author works through such
figures as Petrarch, Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, etc.,
juxtaposing Platonists to Aristotelians. She offers a useful
survey of demonologists not only in Spain but throughout
Europe. In fact, she stops the discussion in the middle of the
book to shift into bibliographical mode, producing a 13-page list
of magical treatises which might perhaps have been better
relegated to the bibliography at the end of the book. She makes
the good point that the general category of “magic books”
should be sub-divided further and makes a valiant effort to do
so: she proposes the three sub-genres of magic, demonology,
and witchcraft. Within these divisions she divides the first one
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even further into natural magic, occult philosophy, adivinatory
magic, and love magic. Perhaps even more subdivisions would
be useful, such as astrology, alchemy, etc. But at some point it is
important to leave the taxonomy and move on to discussion of
content, and her divisions do make sense as they stand.

After the discussion of magic books, she provides five pages
on rhetoric and rhetorical education in Spain during this time
period. This section is a hidden gem. It answers important
questions such as how these highly literary artifacts came to be
included in books of magic in the first place. By situating their
inclusion within broader patterns of how students were taught
to write compositions using various sources, miscellanies, and
commonplace books, she makes comprehensible a phenomenon
which would otherwise, at first glance, appear curious or even
rather odd.

The juicy core of this project is the delicious 35 pages on the
content of the stories: their themes, their characters, and their
formal characteristics. For the section on characters, for
example, she divides them into the archetypes of witch,
magician, devil, demons, and human beings. As I too
discovered with my treatment of exorcistic theologemes in
literature, this type of material is peculiarly apt for Structuralist
analysis. For this theoretical framework she returns, much as I
found myself doing, to the Russian Formalists, who represent
the epitome of all that Structuralism has to offer. Since the time
of their flourishing, Post-Structuralist critics have offered a
potent critique of the Structuralists’ methods as applied to
literature in general; but for this specific sub-genre, Formalist
strategies prove remarkably adequate. The fact that Dr. Zamora
Calvo and I arrived independently at similar conclusions in this
respect may be taken as support for our similar approaches: for
this material, at least, this mode of analysis is still valid.

My only objection is that this section—to my mind, the most
fascinating part of the book—is too short. I was utterly absorbed
by her discussion of thematics, in which she describes the four
common topics of misogyny, heresy, demonic pacts, and sex.
But as she indicates, there are a host of other, equally salacious



topics here waiting to be explored: on p. 167, she lists
“superstitions, enchantments, witchcrafts, witches’ Sabbats,
oracles, premonitions, spectral apparitions, exorcisms, filters,
miracles, metamorphoses, vampirism, magical statues, talking
skeletons, antidotes, torture, remedies, demonic powers,
madness, melancholy, love, lust, death, and others.” Tell me
more! Each of these topics could warrant a study of its own.

At one point, Dr. Zamora Calvo does promise that the 2,500
stories she has compiled will be catalogued in future
publications. I offer here some friendly suggestions, from one of
her greatest admirers, for how she might want to proceed.

She should consider publishing a finding list or annotated
bibliography of these stories buried in treatises on magic to aid
future scholars. Otherwise the stories will remain buried in
dusty tomes, much as the knowledge of where they are to be
found will remain buried with the author! An even more
interesting project would be an anthology or edition of the most
interesting of these stories, using whatever selection criteria
appear best to her: the longer and less schematic narratives, for
example, or perhaps just the oral ones purportedly taken
directly from Inquisitorial testimony. A model for this kind of
source book would be Henry Ettinghausen’s facsimile edition of
selected relaciones de sucesos, which has proven to be a veritable
“gold mine” for many scholars, this one included. The fact that
many of the stories are written in Latin may be seen as an
advantage or disadvantage, depending on the desired audience.
To aid the more general reader, she might have to translate the
stories into Spanish. But the original Latin versions would
prove interesting to scholars of Neo-Latin studies, so perhaps a
facing-page edition might be in order. 

I cannot express enough enthusiasm for this scholar or her
subject matter. Her horizons are virtually limitless. They are as
boundless as the demonic worlds she has opened to us. As she
notes in her conclusion, there are larger implications for this
study, as it raises fundamental questions about the
literarization of life.
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