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Abstract 

  The thesis explores the elements that make the witch and what elements have 

appeared in almost every story regarding a witch. The witchcraft background is about the 

possession of supernatural powers and has existed in cultures for ages, and has had few 

changes throughout literature. The thesis discusses the different witches from Western 

literature, from Greek mythology to the more modern stories. The most common elements 

that have stayed with the witch figure throughout literature are that witches are not accepted 

in their community and are approached by other characters for help. The historical relevance 

to how the witches are portrayed, as from ageless goddesses and when Christianity came into 

play and witchcraft became more about devil worship, the witches became darker and 

became the villains. In more modern times, the historical approach to witchcraft relates to 

devil worship. They believed witches got their power from the devil or Wicca witchcraft, 

which is more about ceremonial magic. The thesis examines the witches’ physical appearance 

and how it is primarily down to two different stereotypes with old women or beautiful young 

women. The witches often have companions in animal forms that are much more intelligent 

than they appear. The thesis examines the fact that witches are always outsiders in their 

community and are often feared for their abilities. The thesis discusses the changes the witch 

figure has gone through because of the time period and while there are changes to the witch 

stereotype, a witch is a woman with supernatural powers who are not accepted in their 

community. 
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1. Introduction 

   The witches in literature have been presented as women with supernatural powers 

from mythology to modern stories. The figure of the witch has existed in Western 

literature throughout different periods, from ancient Greek mythology to modern 

literature. Historical developments have affected how the witch was portrayed in each 

period: From Greek mythology, there are Hecate, a Greek goddess of witchcraft; Circe, a 

known sorceress who played a role in The Odyssey; and Medea sorceress princess, who 

was instrumental in the quest for Jason and the Argonauts. From medieval literature, there 

is Morgan le Fay from the Arthurian legends and the Renaissance period. There are two 

plays that both have the character of Hecate, as she is the leader of the witches in both 

Macbeth by William Shakespeare and in the play by Thomas Middleton The Witch. One 

of the most familiar witch figures is from the Brothers Grimm, for example the witch in 

the Gingerbread house from Hansel and Gretel, and in Russian folklore, there is the witch 

Baba Yaga. In more modern tales, there are the four witches in The Wizard of Oz by L. 

Frank Baum, who each ruled over different areas of the land of Oz, Hermione Granger 

from the Harry Potter novels written by J.K. Rowling, whose role is central to the series, 

and from Terry Pratchett in his Discworld series are the Lancre witches featured for 

example in Wyrd Sisters, a parody of the play Macbeth. Lastly, in collaboration, Pratchett 

wrote the novel Good Omens with Neil Gaiman, a book about the end of the world which 

was prophesied by one of the witches. There are elements in the archetype of a witch that 

has stayed throughout every literature period and one element that has stayed through the 

stories is the fact that the witch is not accepted by society. The witches have always been 

a resource in their stories even if it is not intentional and they are often in the  role of a 

helper. The physical appearance of the witches has in relation to the triple goddess the 

Maiden, the Mother and the Crone is apparent, as the witch went from beautiful young 

women to old evil hags, and finally in modern stories they can be beautiful, ugly, thin, fat, 

old or fat as while they still conform to the witch stereotype, not all witches have the 

same physical appearance. The witches still live on the edge of society and are not 

completely accepted by their community. 
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2. Background of Witchcraft 

     Witchcraft can be broadly defined as practice and possession of supernatural powers, and 

it has existed in cultures from ancient times to the present. In folklore, specifically in 

European folklore, the witch is associated with the devil. The most common witch figure in 

European and American folklore is an evil and destructive old woman, but there are also 

other witch figures; young, beautiful women, or even men (Brown and Rosenberg 708). In 

folk tradition, not all witches are evil, some witches use their powers for good and are 

helpful, but in literature, the figures of wicked witches outnumber the witches that use their 

abilities for good (Brown and Rosenberg 708). The stories about witches declined in the 

twentieth century in the more rural areas, not in the seventeenth and eighteenth century, such 

as with the elite. The stories were kept alive by the rural communities. The stories served as a 

warning to women having too much interest in the world outside of their household and fear 

of others having too much interest and knowledge of their household (Purkiss 111). There are 

different approaches to witchcraft. The anthropological approach is that a witch is a sorcerer 

or someone with supernatural powers. There is the historical approach, more precisely to 

European witchcraft, is that a witch is someone that worships the devil and does his bidding. 

The third approach, which is the approach that modern witches favor, is that a witch worships 

not the devil, but she worships the gods and goddesses (Russel and Alexander 8). The triple 

goddess appears in pagan traditions in three forms: a Maiden, a Mother, and a Crone. The 

different forms are seen as a different stage of a woman's life and is also found in the modern 

Wicca religion. In the first stage, the Maiden is a young virginal girl; she is very youthful and 

innocent. The next stage is the Mother, her stage is represented with fertility and gaining 

knowledge and about growth and fulfillment. However, biological children are not needed for 

a woman to be in the stage of Mother. The last stage is the Crone; she is the last in a women´s 

lifecycle; she is a wise woman, but the Crone is also a hag; she is the darkness, and in the 

end, she is death (Wigington). 
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3. Greek Mythology 

3.1. The Witches from the Goddess Hecate to Sorceresses Circe and Medea 

   Hecate is the ancient Greek goddess, a Titaness, and she is the goddess of magic and 

witchcraft, potions, poisons, keys, and ghosts (Fry 150). Hecate is associated with Artemis, 

Persephone, and Demeter, as in one story, she tried to help Demeter find her lost daughter 

Persephone, who was lost in the Underworld, with her two torches that could light up the 

corners of the earth, though they could not find her (Fry 151). Hecate was also a goddess of 

the Crossroads and was often depicted with three faces to represent her role with the 

Crossroads and has companions in the Furies who are winged creatures whose purpose is to 

punish wrongdoers (Cartwright). People who performed rituals in Hecate's honor mostly 

involving offerings of food given at crossroads or other boundaries. The offerings were made 

once a month on a full moon, primarily by sorceresses appealing to the goddess for help with 

magic and spells (Cartwright).  Hecate appears in later works, as in Shakespeare's Macbeth; 

she is the leader to the Wyrd sisters, and she comes to them angry when they have told 

Macbeth his destiny, though she is ready to help them get out of trouble (Shakespeare 3.5). 

She has in the twentieth century occurred in many things as literature in English has exploited 

the image of Hecate. She appears in modern children's books, contemporary adult literature, 

and comic books. Hecate is in New Age religion considered a cult figure because of her 

reappearance in contemporary fantasy (Brown and Rosenberg 292-294).  

     Circe is a sorceress or a witch that appears in the Greek Epic poem Homer's Odyssey. 

Circe was capable of many herbs and potions, and she used those abilities to turn sailors who 

stumbled on her island Aeaea into animals. However, the poem's hero, Odysseus, was warned 

in time and was able to trick Circe with the god Hermes' help into changing his sailors back 

into their human form ("Circe" Greek Mythology). The Sorceress Medea was the daughter of 

the King Aeetes of Colchis. In the tale about the mythical hero Jason and the Argonauts, she 

fell in love with Jason when he came to Colchis to claim the Golden Fleece; she would help 

him in his quest if he married her. The most well-known ending to their myth is that Jason 

abandoned Medea to marry Glauce, another's king's daughter, and in retaliation, Medea not 

only poisoned Glauce, but she also killed her children ("Medea" Greek Mythology). Medea 

was a priestess of Hecate, and her controversial identity tied to themes of her goddess, a 

protector, someone who can take or give an innocent life, and power in womanhood 

(Willhouse). 
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3.2. The Witches Role and their Appearance in Greek Mythology 

One similarity between the witches in literature is that they are outsiders in their world. In 

Greek mythology, Hecate is a foreign goddess, and Medea was foreign as she travelled from 

Colchis (Willhouse). Circe lived on the island Aeaea with only some nymph companions and 

animals she had cursed. When others come to her island, she transforms them into animals 

("CIRCE (Kirke) - Greek Goddess of Sorcery, Sorceress of Aeaea." THEOI GREEK 

MYTHOLOGY - Exploring Mythology in Classical Literature & Art). 

   The appearance of a witch in literature seems to go three ways, and they are either 

portrayed as a young adult or an older woman or in the rare case, they have no physical trait 

connected to their identity as a witch. In Greek mythology, witches are more often portrayed 

as young women. Hecate is a goddess and does not age like mortals, so she is most often 

pictured as a young woman in Greek pottery carrying a torch or a key. However, in sculpture, 

she is often depicted about her status as the goddess of the crossroads; she has three heads 

and three bodies, three bodies and one head, and lastly, one body and three heads 

(Cartwright). One description of Circe by Homer is that she is a fair-locked goddess with 

braided hair ("CIRCE (Kirke) - Greek Goddess of Sorcery, Sorceress of Aeaea." THEOI 

GREEK MYTHOLOGY - Exploring Mythology in Classical Literature & Art). Medea 

having no specific physical description, though a priestess of Hecate, is mainly described as 

an ideal wife and mother and defies the thought of being seen as a passive victim when she 

took the controversial action after being abandoned by Jason when she killed her children 

(Willhouse). 

  The witches can act as a resource in their stories and that has stayed as a part of the 

image of the witch throughout the ages. In several different incarnations, Hecate has been 

consulted by other characters from the Greek legends, such as when Demeter asks Hecate for 

help finding her daughter (Fry 150). Circe lived on an island where sailors would come by 

and need a place to stay and after Odysseus challenged her and won Circe transformed the 

sailors back into their human form because he asked ("Circe" Greek Mythology). Medea 

helped Jason and the Argonauts in their quest for the Golden Fleece and gave Jason objects 

that could help him in his quest and went against her father to help Jason ("Medea" Greek 

Mythology). 
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3.3. Historical Influence in Mythology 

  The Greek myths were considered to be true accounts about the gods while some of the 

more critical Greeks recognised in the fourth and fifth century BCE that the myths had a 

considerable amount of fiction in them (Pollard). Classical Graeco-Roman culture was a very 

influential source on how witchcraft was perceived, especially for the Europeans, and the 

Greeks created a system of magic. Its highest form Theourgia means "working things of the 

gods," which was closer to religion, while a lower grade was called Mageia and was thought 

to be much closer to sorcery (Russell and Alexander 29). The Roman were more intolerant of 

forms of witchcraft and viewed it more as a threat to society. The Graeco-Roman religion 

helped the formation of a witch's image, and the religion had begun to link sorcery with 

demonology. The image of the witch was Lamia's spirits that seduced men and killed infants, 

and Harpies, who were winged women whose characteristics human witches got (Russell and 

Alexander 31).  

 

4. Medieval Literature 

4.1. The Witch Morgan Le Fay from the Arthurian Legends 

     Medieval epic literature has the witch figure of Morgan le Fay from the Arthurian legends 

and she has deadly power (Brown and Rosenberg 709). One of the first appearances of 

Morgan or Morgana in the legends is in Le Morte d'Arthur, written by Thomas Malory in the 

fifteenth-century tale. In the story, she is antagonistic towards King Arthur, her half-brother, 

as she gives her lover Accolon the sword Excalibur for him to go against the King. When that 

fails, Morgan steals the scabbard of the Excalibur and throws it into a lake. In Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight, Morgana had sent the Green Knight to the court in Camelot to scare 

Queen Guinevere as there was enmity between them. In  Vita Merlini, her abilities are 

healing and shapeshifting as when Arthur's life was in danger, and he is brought to the 

Fortunate Isle, where Morgan is said to be one of the sisters who rule there to be healed 

("Morgan Le Fay").   

  In more modern stories, Morgana is portrayed as a kinder figure, more of a defender 

of good, such as in The Last Defender of Camelot's stories by Roger Zelazny and Excalibur 

by Sanders Anne Laubenthal (“Morgan Le Fay”). Marion Zimmer Bradley's novel The Mists 

of Avalon, published in 1982, portrays the character in an even more benevolent light. The 
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priestess Morgaine uses her power for good and will only use her destructive forces when 

necessary. The novel has been impacted by contemporary neopaganism (Brown and 

Rosenberg 710). 

4.2. The Medieval Witch Role and Appearance 

      Morgana le Fay, despite being the half-sister of King Arthur, was an outsider in her 

community as she was not welcome in court as seen in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight she 

convinces the Green Knight to test the court of Camelot with the trick with the head cutting 

test and she did this to mess with the court's minds and to scare the Queen Guinevere 

(Greenberg 193).   

  Morgan le Fay is described as a woman who can shapeshift ("Morgan Le Fay") as in 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, she appeared as an old woman wearing a veil, and only a 

part of her face was visible (Greenblatt 163). As she was a shapeshifter she appeared as an 

old woman but she most often portrayed as a young beautiful women and after the Medieval 

period, the witch went from the more young and sexy women to old hags, as the two images 

represent the two things that the society feared in women which is sexual liberation and aging 

(Charlesworth).   

  How Morgan le Fay uses her powers differs in the different versions as she has be 

rewritten several times, even though she acted as a villain in many of the Arthurian Legends 

she has appeared as a healer and a defender in other tales as in the Vita Merlini she acted as a 

healer who was able to save the life of King Arthur even though in other Arthurian tales they 

are portrayed as enemies and in the more modern stories, she is written in a positive role as a 

defender ("Morgan Le Fay"). 

4.3. The Historical Development and the Changes that have occured to the Medieval 

Witch 

      Many stories involving Morgana le Fay are from the fifteenth century, such as Le Morte 

D’Arthur. European sorcery started to change primarily because of Christianity's conversion 

and their thoughts on pagan witchcraft and religion. Augustine, a Christian theologian, said 

that pagan magic was invented by the devil (Russell and Alexander 39). Though one of her 

earliest appearances is in the Vita Merlini which was written in the twelfth century ("Morgan 

Le Fay"). 
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  The changes from the witches in mythology to the more medieval witch, is more 

linked with demonology in the medieval period as the formation of the witch had starting in 

mythology, and as there is a long time between the more mythological literature in the fifth 

and fourth century BCE  and the appearance of Morgan le Fay as she first appeared in the 

twelfth century and continued into the fifteenth century, and the witch hysteria was set in the 

mid-1400s as witchcraft became more linked with the Devil , and with it, the witch hunts as 

women were forced into confessing for their crimes of alleged witchcraft, often those that 

were accused were women who lived on the edge of society. The book Malleus Maleficarum, 

or the Hammer of Witches, was a guide on identifying and how to deal with witches as the 

book labeled witchcraft as heresy ("History of Witches"). While the witches from these time 

periods have been rewritten in many different forms, they have often been rewritten into 

kinder people. They are portrayed as more of a defender rather than an antagonist. Morgana 

in older stories is portrayed more cruelly than in more modern stories as witches were more 

linked with demonology when the older stories were written, and while in Greek mythology, 

the witch was more related to the gods as Hecate is a goddess. 

  

 5. Renaissance Literature 

5.1. The Witches in Renaissance Plays 

     One of the most famous plays about witches is the play Macbeth which William 

Shakespeare wrote in 1605-1606, and the three witches are seen brewing with strange 

ingredients and making prophecies about the main characters (Brown and Rosenberg 710). 

The three witches in the play or the Wyrd sisters are why everything happens in the play, as 

their prophecy about Macbeth becoming the King came true as Macbeth murdered the current 

King and killed others to keep it quiet. The actions that the witches take in the play draw 

from the beliefs about witches that the audience has. Those witches harm animals. They have 

control over the elements. They use strange ingredients such as body parts in their spells, and 

they are vindictive as if they believed they had been wronged, they will instill punishment 

(Atherton "Character analysis: The Witches in Macbeth."). 

     A play by Thomas Middleton written in the early seventeenth century, The Witch, though 

it was published in 1778. The play is about Rosamund, the Duchess of Ravenna, who had 

been offended by her husband as he made her toast from a cup that was the skull of her 



8 
 

 

father, takes her revenge and tries to kill her husband ("First Edition of Middleton's The 

Witch."). The witches in the tale are Hecate, who acts as a chief witch to a coven of witches 

(Middleton 1.2.). The characters in the play contact Hecate and her coven for spells and 

potions, such as when the Duchess came to her and asked for a subtle and sudden death for 

Almachildes, the man that helped murder her husband as she did not trust him to be silent 

(Middleton 5.2) 

5.2. The Witches Role and Appearance in Renaissance Literature 

     The three witches in Macbeth live outside the court, and they live in a desert place that is 

marked with lightning and thunder (Shakespeare 1.1), they are not recognised by others. In 

The Witch, the central characters call upon the witch Hecate and her coven, and she lives in a 

cave where they are consulted and people only come to see them when they need something 

(Middleton 1.2). 

  In Shakespeare’s play, there is a description of the wyrd sisters, but in The Witch, 

there is no mention of the physical appearance of Hecate and her coven. The witches in 

Macbeth are described by the character Banquo as older women who look withered, and they 

look crazy, and they look like they do not belong on earth. They look dead, the witches have 

gruesome fingers and thin lips, and Banquo is confused about their gender as they have 

beards (Shakespeare 1.3). 

  In plays such as Macbeth and the Witch, Hecate is portrayed as the witches' leader. In 

Macbeth, she is angered after the wyrd sister told Macbeth the prophecy as it harmed him, but 

Hecate will help the sisters and trick Macbeth with illusions (Shakespeare 3.5). The witches 

however, prophesied Macbeth would be king, and so that the prophecy came true, he killed 

the king and continued to kill others to keep it a secret (Shakespeare 2.1). In the Witch, the 

characters in the play go to Hecate for potions for things like impotence to get revenge on the 

man that married the woman he loved (Middleton 1.1), love as Almachildes approached 

Hecate for a love charm so that Amoretta a lady in waiting would fall in love with him 

(Middleton 1.2) and even death as the Duchess asked Hecate for something that would kill 

Almachildes (Middleton 5.2). 
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5.3. The Historical Development and Changes in the Renaissance Witch 

 When Shakespeare wrote Macbeth, the interest in witches or witchcraft was on the 

edge of hysteria. The witches were blamed for any calamity that occurred, and those that 

people condemned for Witchcraft lived on the edge of society; they were easy to blame as 

they were poor, old, and not protected. During the reign of King James VI of Scotland, he 

was concerned about witches, as he thought witches had tried to kill him before, supposed 

witches put on so many trials, and in 1604, the king made witchcraft a capital offense, so if a 

witch were found guilty, the authorities would execute them (Atherton "Character analysis: 

The Witches in Macbeth."). 

         Middleton took the witchcraft lore's historical context in the play from a book called 

the Discoverie of Witchcraft by Reginald Scot. Middleton used Reginald Scot's folklore but 

did not use the skepticism that was in it. The play mixed the more scholarly notion of 

witchcraft: it is a satanic practice, including flight, devil worship, and sexual assault, with the 

more popular belief that focused on actions that caused harm, including puppets, animal 

familiars, and laming cattle ("First Edition of Middleton's The Witch."). The characters 

approach Hecate as a client, as they call upon the goddess for spells, such as one character, 

Sebastian, who wanted a charm to make his enemy impotent (Middleton 1.2). 

  There are not as many changes between the medieval witch and the renaissance witch 

as the witch hysteria was high in both of those time periods. The most significant change 

relates more to the image of the witch as the Discoverie of Witchcraft by Reginald Scot, 

influenced both The Witch and Macbeth, about the more diabolic witchcraft practices ("First 

Edition of Middleton's The Witch."). Witchcraft in the renaissance period was even more 

linked with Demonology, and even King James VI published in 1597 a book about witchcraft 

and its lore called Daemonologie about the King's full belief in witchcraft and what his 

beliefs were on how to deal with witches and what should be their punishment. In Macbeth, 

the witches have abilities that conform to the ideas that King James wrote in his book ("King 

James VI and I's Demonology, 1597"). The change was that the witches were portrayed in the 

renaissance period as using more diabolic witchcraft than in the Medieval period. 
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6. Fairy Tale Witches 

6.1. The Fairy Tale Witches  

     A tale of a witch from Russian literature that appears in folktales and written literature is 

the witch Baba Yaga. An older woman was described as ugly and thin and thought to have a 

bony leg. Baba Yaga lives in a hut that stands on chicken's legs, in the middle of the forest. 

Her abilities are a powerful sense of smell, able to fly riding a mortar, or sometimes, in an 

iron kettle using a broom to sweep up her tracks. Baba Yaga is considered an ogress and eats 

human flesh, and her preference is children's flesh. Her more helpful appearance consists of 

her granting the water of life, flying horses, and magical objects as well as sometimes 

appearing as three sisters whose purpose is to test the hero and provide information or magic 

to help him (Brown and Rosenberg 39-40). 

    In the Grimm fairy tales, the witch figure is portrayed in different ways. In Hansel and 

Gretel's story, the witch is someone evil; the evil witch builds a gingerbread house to lure in 

starving children. She is the hunger in a world of starvation as she lures children in to eat 

them. In the tale Mother Holle, the witch is a frightening creature with huge teeth, but her 

actions in the story have her reward those that help her. In the Grimm fairy tales, the witch 

has been portrayed as a mother, though often the witch is not a good mother. In Snow White, 

the titular character's stepmother conspires to kill Snow White just because she is considered 

more beautiful than the witch, and she tries to do so with magical acts and a poisoning 

attempt. In the tale Rapunzel, the witch is again the stepmother, who had taken the child as 

payment and hid her away, and when the prince tried to take Rapunzel away, the witch-

mother blinded the prince and cast Rapunzel out in the wild (Cleto and Warman). 

6.2. Fairy Tale Witches Commonalities 

        Baba Yaga lives in a house on chicken legs in the forest that can move when she 

wants to; she lives alone and is only visited when others come by her house by accident or are 

there for her help, and when her niece Natasha visited her for help, Baba Yaga was ready to 

eat Natasha but as Natasha had treated the Baba Yaga´s servants and animals well, they 

refused to do what Baba Yaga wanted and helped Natasha get away (Anashkina). The Witch 

in Hansel and Gretel lived in the forest and had little contact except for children entering her 

home, children she lures in and pretends to be friendly to (Grimm). In other Grimm fairy 

tales, the Witch has little connection with other characters except to act in an antagonistic 
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manner, such as Snow White, the queen, is a stepmother of the princess. She is a foreigner in 

the kingdom. 

  In the Grimm fairy tales Hansel and Gretel, the Witch in the gingerbread house is 

described as an older woman carrying a cane. However, she pretends to be friendly and has a 

gentle voice; her red eyes identify her as a witch, and because of her red eyes she has terrible 

eyesight but she has a good sense of smell that she uses to smell out the children (Grimm). In 

Baba Yaga's tale, she is also an old hag with bony legs who travels through the air in a mortar 

and pestle and she has teeth made of iron that she uses so it is easier for her to eat children 

(Anashkina). 

    In fairy tales, the witches are often found helpful even if it is not their intention; in Hansel 

and Gretel, the witch who lived in a gingerbread house pretended to be friendly and fed the 

children who had come to her place because they were hungry after being sent into the woods 

by their parents. After they killed the witch, they found some riches in her home that they 

took with them to their father, so from the witch they got a place to stay and food even if it 

was under false intentions as the witch intended to eat Hansel but they were able to bring the 

goods they found with them home (Grimm). In Baba Yaga, Natasha was sent to her aunt 

Baba Yaga for some supplies, she was sent there for resources. After she got away from Baba 

Yaga, she was brave enough to tell her father that her stepmother had sent her to Baba Yaga 

and her father made her stepmother leave their home and took good care of his daughter after 

that (Anashkina), and in some variations of her tales, people come to her for magical items 

that could help them. 

6.3. The Historical Development and Changes for the Fairy Tale Witch 

     The story of Baba Yaga is specific to a narrative; for the Russians, Ukrainians, and the 

Belarussians, there is plenty of belief in the supernatural or witchcraft. The narrative about 

witches is present in many stories. The idea is that witches were in every village, that they 

lived there, there was no gender distinction, nor that they were evil, but were usually thought 

of as healers and advisers and were sought out for their help. The reputation of evil was only 

attributed to witches when there was a calamity, and the witches would be blamed for it. 

There is a distinction between born and learned witches; if they were born witches, they were 

good, while learned witches could go either way and possibly could be evil (Brown and 

Rosenberg 39-40). 
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   The Grimm fairy tales were first published in 1812 and compiled different German 

folktales assembled by the Grimm brothers (Brown and Rosenberg 274). The collection of 

fairy tales had been circulating in Germany for years until the early nineteenth century, so the 

story reflects the German middle class's value system at the time and their belief in 

Christianity (Shenn 25). 

  Some changes occurred after the renaissance period and influence how the fairy tale 

witches were portrayed. The fairy tales have been around for a long time and passed down by 

oral tradition, while in the sixteenth and seventeenth century they started to be written down. 

However, many were popularized in the nineteenth century when the Grimm brothers 

published their collection of fairy tales ("Fairy tale origins thousands of years old, researchers 

say" BBC). The most significant change was that the witches went from a coven of witches 

or at least a group to a singular witch that lived alone. While the witches still conformed to 

the belief in Christianity, witches were a bit more accepted as even though witches were still 

portrayed as villains, witches were mostly just blamed if something terrible happened. 

Though the witches are still portrayed as old, they have more distinctive features and are 

different from each other, as Baba Yaga had iron teeth and a bony leg. In contrast, the 

Gingerbread house witch is more deceptively fragile and friendly though they both have a 

good sense of smell. The witch became more deceptive in the latter period while the 

renaissance witches were more upfront in the plays.  
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7. Modern Literature 

7.1. The Witches in Modern Literature 

     The novel The Wizard of Oz written by L. Frank Baum in 1900, has four distinct witches 

that have their own purpose and agenda. The first witch that the central character Dorothy 

encounters is the Wicked Witch of the East, though she never talked to her, as when Dorothy 

came to Oz, her house landed on the witch and killed her. Not much is known about the witch 

except she held the Munchkin in bondage and kept them for slaves for many years (Baum 8-

9). The Witch of the North explains that four witches rule over Oz, the good witches are the 

witches of the North and the South, and the witches in the East and the West are the wicked 

witches (Baum 9). In Kansas according to Aunt Em the witches died out years ago and 

Dorothy believes that Kansas is a civilized country which the Witch of the North explains 

that in civilized countries there are no longer witches nor wizards and as the land of Oz is cut 

from the rest of the world Oz is not civilized (Baum 11). The good witches are helpful and 

use their power for good and the power of good is more powerful than the power of evil as 

Dorothy could not be harmed by the Winged Monkeys as she was protected by the Good 

Witch (Baum 93). 

     In the novels about Harry Potter, there are several female witch characters from teachers, 

students to mothers, and villains. There are several female teachers in the Wizarding World 

including Professor Minerva McGonogall who was the transfiguration teacher and she 

introduced the sorting hat and how the houses work (Rowling Harry Potter, and the 

Sorcerer's Stone, 99). One of the series’ s central characters is Hermione Granger, a 

muggleborn student in Hogwarts, a school of Witchcraft and Wizardry. The power that the 

witches and wizards in the novels have is mostly the same and is only restricted by how much 

power they have and their knowledge about how to use the magic, what they are taught. 

Hermione Granger's power comes from her knowledge as she has been acknowledged as the 

brightest witch of her age by teachers such as Remus Lupin (Rowling Harry Potter, and the 

Prisoner of Azkaban 372). Hermione Granger is a muggleborn witch who on occasion is 

more worried about breaking the rules and getting expelled than getting hurt and dying 

(Rowling Harry Potter, and the Sorcerer's stone 140), which means she is very trusted by her 

professors as in her third year she was given a time turner so she could go to all of her classes 

(Rowling Harry Potter, and the Prisoner of Azkaban 426) though she was known to break the 

rules if needed such as when she was willing to illegally brew a polyjuice potion and steal 
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supplies from professor Snape as there was a threat to muggleborn students and they thought 

they could use the potion to find out what the threat is (Rowling Harry Potter, and the 

Chamber of Secrets 137). 

     In Terry Pratchett's Discworld series, the novel Wyrd Sisters, which parodies the plays 

Macbeth and Hamlet, both written by William Shakespeare, the parody of Macbeth is evident 

as the story includes a play that is written by Hewl the dwarf who mimics Shakespeare, as 

Tomjon the heir to the throne explains the play commissioned by the Duke, about a wicked 

king who rules with the help of evil witches (Pratchett 235-236). The witches appearance in 

the play is marked by thunder (Pratchett 292) and the three witches object to the things the 

fictional witches are supposed to have done (Pratchett 281), and they are even called the wyrd 

sisters (Pratchett 155). The supernatural element of witches and ghosts are parodied, and the 

reference to Hamlet is the ghost of the old king Verence who is only seen by a few as only 

the witches and Death can see the spirit (Pratchett 133), and the ghost king wants to do two 

things: find his son and get revenge on the Duke that killed him (Pratchett 109). 

The senior witch "Granny" Esme Weatherwax is highly regarded by other witches (Pratchett 

8). Granny Weatherwax is rebellious and does not like being told what to do, and she denies 

when other people order her to do something (Pratchett 18). Granny is somewhat oblivious to 

the outside world as she does not know about royalty and who king Verence is (Pratchett 21), 

and what theatre is, and even the purpose of plays but refuses to seem ignorant and pretends 

to know what the theatre is (Pratchett 36). Granny also approves of the traditional sentiments 

for women about what they can do as long as no one believes it applies to herself (Pratchett 

36). Granny is uncomfortable with organized magic (Pratchett 99) as it  seems more like 

wizardry than anything and Granny felt that they were pandering when there was no need to 

and that using incantations and implements should not be needed for summoning demons 

(Pratchett 94). Granny is very set in her ways and fully believes that everything should yield 

to her, even if it is just getting out of her way (Pratchett 188). 

    The second senior witch, "Nanny" Gytha Ogg, goes against what some believed a witch 

should do as she has been married three times and had children and grandchildren (Pratchett 

32). She is very close to her family and always seems to have to go to a family event 

(Pratchett 66), and she seems to have a relative everywhere; even if she does not remember 

their name, she does recognize that they are family (Pratchett 127). Nanny has a rebellious 

streak will go around the rules as she does on Hogswatch Night, the one night where witches 
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are supposed to stay in their homes but Nanny to go around that tradition by throwing a party 

at her house and inviting the whole village to the party. Hence, she is still in her place 

(Pratchett 90). Nanny, along with Granny, are more old-fashioned with their magic and less 

willing to use magical items and use more mundane objects instead (Pratchett 93). Nanny is 

known for her optimistic and cheerful view of the world in comparison to other witches 

(Pratchett 115), and unlike Granny Weatherwax, she does have knowledge of the outside 

world and the people in it as she is known for her expertise about genealogy of Lancre 

(Pratchett 121). Nanny acts in a motherly manner with Magrat on occasion and explains why 

they go against what they said about meddling, and Nanny explains that even though they are 

witches, they are still people (Pratchett 251) and as the only one with a family in the coven, 

she is more motherly that Granny. The junior witch Magrat Garlick is more occult than the 

senior witches and asked them to form a coven, and she does go for the more stereotypical 

elements of a witch as Magrat had baked bat designs on scones and she has her own ideas 

about magic that is different from Granny and Nanny (Pratchett 9). Magrat was taught by 

Goodie Whemper, who was more fanciful and had more romantic notions in comparison to 

Granny Weatherwax (Pratchett 17). Magrat has more of a Wiccan belief as she believes in the 

wisdom of nature and healing powers that are more modern in the senior witches' opinion 

(Pratchett 31-32). Magrat, while not wearing the traditional pointed had, she believed in one 

of the fundamental rules of Witchcraft, which is that what is the purpose of being a witch 

unless you look like one, so she wore silver jewelry with symbols of mysticism and the 

opinion of Granny Weatherwax is important to Magrat as she does not paint her nails black as 

Granny would not like that (Pratchett 116). Magrat also does not feel like a witch even 

though she has learned the craft, and she feels that she is not accepted as a witch by her senior 

witches as she is still not treated by the other witches as a witch (Pratchett 199). 

  In collaboration with Neil Gaiman, Terry Pratchett wrote the novel Good Omens, 

which features witches, Agnes and Anathema, who show both the more traditional witch and 

the more modern Wicca witch. Agnes Nutter, a more conventional witch, was living during 

the witch hunts in England. While caring for her family she is vindictive against those that 

killed her and took them with her when they killed her as she hid gunpowder and nails  in her 

dress, for her family, she had written a book of prophecies for her son, John Device (Gaiman 

and Pratchett 206). Anathema Device is more of a modern Wiccan witch, whose magic is 

more ceremonial and is more focused on nature. She is more of an occultist. Anathema was 

raised knowing about magic as her parents taught her how to read from the book of 
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prophecies (Gaiman and Pratchett 45), so it was never a secret to her and has always been a 

part of her identity. Anathema, even though she was a witch, did not put that much faith in 

magic, with the exception being the book of prophecies, she had more common sense, and if 

she were in danger, Anathema would go for a mundane solution as she would not use magic. 

However, she would use a bread knife she kept on her for safety (Gaiman and Pratchett 97). 

Anathema is very reliant on the prophecies as she puts in so much faith that Agnes would tell 

her if something were to happen that she does things like not lock her doors because it would 

say so in the book of prophecies (Gaiman and Pratchett 102).  

7.2. The Commonalities and Elements of the Modern Witch 

      In the Wizard of Oz, the four witches are all leaders of their land, and are either loved or 

feared as when the Wicked Witches were defeated, people celebrated as when the Wicked 

Witch of the East died and the Munchkins were grateful to Dorothy as when the Witch died 

they were freed from bondage (Baum 8). In Harry Potter, Hermione Granger is a muggleborn 

in the wizarding world; while she had two friends before that she was alone, some people do 

not accept her because of who her family is. Hermione is in between two worlds; in the 

muggle world, she is a daughter of two muggle dentists, but no one except her parents can 

know about her abilities and in the Wizarding world she is not accepted by the purebloods 

because of her heritage and they even call her a mudblood (Rowling Harry Potter and the 

Chamber of Secrets 93). In the Wyrd sisters, the three witches, live apart; they live in villages 

and are both accepted by the villagers and feared, the witches are respected , they are healers 

and villagers are both afraid of them and proud of them (Pratchett 62,) Granny Weatherwax 

approves of the tradition that witches live in isolated cottages, while on the other hand Nanny 

Ogg lives in a cottage in the middle of a town (Pratchett 64), they were accepted but on the 

Duke´s orders the rumors started about how witches are evil and curse people as words were 

the only way the royals could fight against witches (Pratchett 87), and it came to fruition as 

not only the rumors but the play written by Hewl about evil witches as words are powerful so 

the people will forget everything the witches have done and only be remembered for the 

portrayal in the play (Pratchett 282). In Good Omens, Agnes, one of the witches from the 

novel, dies during the witch hysteria, burned at stake, which she already knew would happen. 

Some of the things she said as they went against what was the belief at the time, she insisted 

on the importance of washing your hands so that tiny animals would be washed away when 

the thought was that a stink was a defense against the demons of ill health (Gaiman and 

Pratchett 219). Anathema living in the present moves into a town as the prophecy said that 
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the apocalypse would be there, has had little contact except with Mrs. Henderson, who 

looked after the cottage, and with Adam Young, in the month she had lived there, and she 

encourages their impression that she was an artist (Gaiman and Pratchett 149), Anathema is 

new in the village, has minimal contact with the other villagers, and she does not mind what 

they thought about her. 

  In The Wizard of Oz, the four witches all look different; the Good Witch of the North, 

is described as an older woman as tall as the munchkins and Dorothy, so she is not as tall as 

adults and the Good Witch is wearing a white gown which sprinkled with littles stars that 

shined in the light like diamonds and she wore a white hat, and her hair is almost completely 

white and her face covered in wrinkles and when she walks stiffly (Baum 8). The only 

appearance of the Wicked Witch of the East are of her feet when they are seen underneath the 

house, wearing silver shoes that were charmed, and because of her age, her feet dried up in 

the sun (Baum 11). The wicked Witch of the West has but one eye, though it is as powerful 

as a telescope (Baum 87). The last Witch is the only one named, her name is Glinda and is 

the Good Witch of the South; she is beautiful and young, with red hair and blue eyes similar 

to the Witch of the North she is wearing a white dress (Baum 159).  

     In the Wyrd Sisters, Granny Weatherwax is disappointed that she does not look like a 

stereotypical witch; she has no warts, has nice teeth and sugar just gives her energy (Pratchett 

34). Granny would not describe herself as anything above handsome, while Nanny was 

gummy. Her face looked like a small raisin, and the youngest Magrat was plain and flat-

chested (Pratchett 43). In Good Omens, there is no description of Agnes except that she is old 

enough to have grown children as she lived alone and her book was supposed to be sent to 

her son John (Gaiman and Pratchett 206) but there is a description of Anathema in that she 

had a pale face with black hair and eyes (Gaiman and Pratchett 46), she is a young woman 

and her features are individually pretty, but she looks like her face was put together in a hurry 

without any plan, so she was not astonishingly beautiful, though she was attractive or even 

vivacious  (Gaiman and Pratchett 96). 

  In the magical world of Harry Potter, there is no physical trait that defines a witches' 

appearance, except if they have magical creature heritage, such as Fleur Delacour, who is a 

quarter veela. So she is beautiful (Rowling Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire 231) as 

veela's are described to be beautiful women who, when angered, can throw fire, and their 

facial features become more bird-like and wings start to sprout from their soldiers (Rowling 
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Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire 86). Though one stereotype that is typical of witches that 

is present in the Wizarding World is the clothing that the witches and wizards wear as they 

wear black cloaks and pointed hats (Rowling Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone 59). One 

of the central characters is Hermione Granger who in her first appearance was described as 

having bushy brown hair and large front teeth (Rowling Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's 

Stone 92). Though one of the more evil characters in the Wizarding World Bellatrix 

Lestrange is a proud pureblood with heavy lidded eyes and dark hair, she was considered to 

have great looks but her stay in Azkaban had taken most of her beauty (Rowling Harry Potter 

and the Order of the Phoenix 544). Molly Weasley the mother of the Weasley children is 

described as a plump red headed woman (Rowling Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone 81), 

though kind and a gentle women when she is angered she looks like a tiger (Rowling Harry 

Potter and the Chamber of Secrets 31). The good witch Molly is plump and she looks gentle 

until she is angered while the evil witch Bellatrix while good looking as a consequence to her 

actions and her imprisonment in Azkaban has lost some of her good looks. 

  While the witches all have different physical appearances, there are elements that 

appear again, as most commonly witches appear either as young adult or very old women 

which can relate to the triple goddess from the Maiden who is young and innocent and at the 

beginning of her life, which appears more in modern stories, but in modern stories all stages 

of the triple goddess appear as there are not only the Maiden like Hermione Granger and even 

Anathema and Magrat while the Mother stage which not only represents fertility, such as 

Molly Weasley, Nanny Ogg and even the good witches from the Wizard of Oz, while the 

Crone who is often an old hag or a wise woman who is in the last stage of her life, as Granny 

Weatherwax, Agnes Nutter and the Wicked Witches. While the Mother can be seen in older 

stories as in Mythology and even in Medieval as they are women who often are mother´s 

themselves and are not especially young but they are not old and with the Crone the more 

stereotypical appearances after Christianity affected how the witch is portrayed so they are 

portrayed as old women and often ugly, in the renaissance time period and to the fairy tale 

time period, witches were old evil hags (Wigington). 

  In the Wizard of Oz, the witches all either intentionally or unintentionally help 

Dorothy, the wicked Witch of the East, as that is where Dorothy gets her shoes which were 

charmed (Baum 11). The Good Witch of the North not only explains where they are and how 

she could get home by going to see the Wizard but she also kissed her on the forehead and 
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gave her the Good Witch blessing (Baum 13). The Wicked Witch of the West was not only a 

way for Dorothy to get help from the wizard of Oz as he had asked her to take care of the 

Wicked Witch in exchange for help (Baum 79), but after she melted, Dorothy was able to use 

one of her magical items, a golden cap to call the winged monkeys, to help her as the winged 

monkeys must obey the wearer of the cap (Baum 107). Lastly, the Good Witch of the South, 

Glinda, helped Dorothy go home by telling her how the charm on her shoes worked (Baum 

160). In Harry Potter, there are several witches, such as Hermione Granger. She was always 

able to help her friends, mostly with her research, as she was often able to find information 

that could help Harry, such as the knowledge about Nicholas Flamel and the sorcerer's stone 

that he created that could not only change things into gold. It could make you live longer 

(Rowling Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's stone 188) and she often had something that could 

help them in their adventures such as when Hermione and Harry used a time turner to go 

back in time with the intention of saving Sirius Black (Rowling Harry Potter and the 

Prisoner of Azkaban 426). 

   In the Wyrd sisters, the witches were often consulted by other characters for help as 

one man, a chamberlain, explained to the Duke that witches help out as he was given a 

treatment for a health issue by a witch (Pratchett 44). They also were able to help the former 

king and his heir after his cousin the Duke had killed the king, and they hid his son by giving 

him to a traveling troupe of actors to keep him safe (Pratchett 47). In Good Omens, Agnes not 

only gave her fellow villagers advice on how to be healthier and live longer (Gaiman and 

Pratchett 219), but she also wrote a book of prophecies to help her descendants (Gaiman and 

Pratchett 45). Anathema, who followed the book of prophecies religiously, moved to a village 

that she knew would be the center of the end of the world (Gaiman and Pratchett 221); as 

Agnes said that she could help, she was kind to the neighborhood boy Adam Young and gave 

him information about the occult when he asked (Gaiman and Pratchett 153), and when the 

book said that she would help Newt Pulsifer she was ready with first aid to fix him up 

(Gaiman and Pratchett 212). In different tales, the witch is a resource whether it is intentional 

or not, as often their power is used to help the characters in the story get what they want. 
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7.3. The Historical Development and the Changes to the Witch in Modern Literature 

     Modern witchcraft is more difficult to define, as they keep changing, and modern 

witchcraft is more individualistic with no authority (Russell and Alexander 162). It is more of 

a Western movement that practices witchcraft, nature worship and it is seen as a religion that 

follows traditions from the Pre-Christian traditions from Northern and Western Europe. 

Wicca witches worship the Goddess, honor nature and practice only ceremonial magic 

(„Witchcraft- Contemporary Witchcraft“ Britannica). 

  The changes from the fairy tale witch to the more modern witch are significant, as the 

witches have become more diverse. The diversity occurs as the witches, while having some 

common elements are distinct characters in their stories with their own role and purpose. As 

witchcraft went from being witch hysteria and witch hunts were the witches were old hags 

who hurt children in fairy tales, to the more modern witchcraft, which is more of a Western 

Wicca movement, that worship the goddess and nature and their magic is more ceremonial 

("Witchcraft- Contemporary Witchcraft "Britannica). The witches Anathema and Magrat are 

more Wiccan in comparison to their more traditional older counterpart, as Anathema can feel 

that the village of Tadfield is loved and that there is something that shields the village and 

protects it (Gaiman and Pratchett 232), while Magrat believes that witches are supposed to be 

in harmony with nature (Pratchett 289), they are both more focused on nature. 
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8. Conclusion 

     The witch is a powerful woman that is not accepted in her community is one element that 

has not changed about the witch. The witch has been a figure in literature for ages. However, 

she has changed throughout the years between the different time periods as society's view on 

the women at a particular time influenced how the witch was written in literature. The 

witches were also primarily described physically as two very different women, the beautiful 

young woman and the ugly old hag. They relate to what society feared of women's sexual 

liberation and aging. The supposed witches in history were usually women who lived on the 

edge of society and did not necessarily act as society expected them to. The witch became 

more wicked as witches were linked with demonology, and witchcraft was linked to heresy 

with the conversion to Christianity. Though some link witchcraft to demons and heresy in the 

present, a western movement has emerged with the Wiccan witches as they worship nature 

and use their magic for good rather than evil. The modern witches in literature are more 

diverse in personality and appearance than earlier images of a witch, and the earlier witch had 

more of a stereotypical image influenced by the time period.  The modern witches in 

literature, while having some elements unchanged from the earlier incarnations of the witch, 

are more positive figures and are often heroes in their stories. As society developed as did 

their view on witchcraft and with it the image of a witch in literature, as it went from Greek 

myths where the witch was linked to the Greek gods to the more modern witches where the 

witch borrows elements from past images of a witch though often mixed with the modern 

Wicca movement. 
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