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The Church Fathers condemned many pre-Christian rituals and customs as superstitious and idolatrous. 

Astrology, the casting of lots, incantations, and other »magical« practices, they argued, are not innocent 

and innocuous means to foretell the future or exercise control over nature, but rather forms of demon 

worship. Words, gestures, and objects used in divinatory and magical rites possess no special power. 

Instead, they are simply signs and sacrifices offered to demons, imploring them and informing them of 

their human suppliant’s will.

The book under review, a slightly revised version of a doctoral thesis submitted in 2008, examines the 

reception and development of this patristic critique among twelfth- and thirteenth-century canonists. Its 

author, Patrick Hersperger, focuses primarily on the works of Gratian (floruit c. 1140) and his 

commentators, the decretists, but also takes into consideration the Quinque compilationes antiquae 

(1190–1226) and Liber Extra (1234), commentaries on these decretal collections, and the various 

Summae confessorum which began to emerge in the late twelfth and early thirteenth century. For the most 

part, Hersperger concentrates on describing what these sources regard as superstition and why, and on 

determining what, if any, information they provide about the concrete superstitious practices which 

Christians of this period engaged in. In general, the book does not examine the possible formal sources of 

these works and how they were selected and modified, and it makes no attempt to interpret these works in 

light of the frequently meager but sometimes fairly abundant information that has survived about their 

authors’ lives.

The first four chapters are merely introductory. Chapter 1 discusses the concept of superstition and 

describes the sources, method, and structure of the book. Chapter 2 provides an overview of the twelfth-

century Renaissance and the renewal of legal study in this period. Chapter 3 summarizes the 

development of classical canon law from Gratian’s Decretum to the Liber Extra. And chapter 4 provides an 

overview of late antique and early medieval criticisms of superstition and magic.

With chapter 5 begins the substantive portion of the book. This chapter examines the »formale Struktur 

und materieller Aufbau« of the relevant canonistic sources, describing not only their organization but also 

their literary interrelationships. Hersperger devotes the greatest amount of attention to Causa 26 and 

question 1 of Causa 33 of Gratian’s Decretum, which deal with divination and magically-induced 
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impotence respectively and which were the main loci for the decretist discussion of superstition. Both 

causae contain peculiar features. The strangest aspect of Causa 26 is the series of canons (cc. 13–18) 

condemning superstitions found at the end of question 7, which are thematically out of place but which 

(with the exception of c. 17) appear already in the first-recension Decretum. Causa 33, on the other hand, 

is peculiar not only because it includes a lone question on magic, but also because it includes a long 

treatise on penance (as question 3). 

In addition to Gratian’s Decretum, chapter 5 also examines other canonistic sources, most notably the 

commentaries and gloss apparatuses of the decretists. Hersperger describes the structure of these works, 

what questions they discuss, and their theories concerning why Gratian organized Causa 26 in the way 

that he did. Given his particular attention to this latter issue, it is strange that he never examines Gratian’s 

formal sources. Such an investigation would have offered a number of insights into how Gratian 

composed this causa and why he structured it in the way that he did. In particular, it would have revealed 

that the anomalous canons at the end of Causa 26 probably derive from Cardinal Gregory of San 

Grisogono’s Polycarpus (c. 1111–1113), a source not otherwise used in the composition of the causa. The 

decretists may thus well have been right in claiming that Gratian added these texts as an afterthought, 

although they would have been wrong in thinking that it was a late addition to the vulgate text (as opposed 

to the first recension).

The extremely long chapter 6 supplements the structural analysis in chapter 5 by providing a thematic 

analysis of what canonists said about superstition. Its seven subsections examine the terminology used to 

describe magic and superstition, the nature and abilities of demons, the casting of lots, astrology and the 

observation of auspicious and inauspicious days, the use of incantations and magical objects (mostly 

amulets), using magic to cause harm, and the punishment due to those who perform divination, magic, or 

other superstitious rites. Within these subsections, Hersperger generally provides a source-by-source 

account of what each work says. Since many of the examined sources do little more than summarize texts 

found in Gratian, there is often a considerable amount of repetition. Much of the chapter is descriptive, at 

times being nothing more than a paraphrase in German of the Latin sources.

Chapter 7 sums up the results of the thematic investigation from chapter 6 and attempts to determine 

whether the examined sources provide any information about contemporary superstitious practices. 

Hersperger’s main conclusion is that the classical canon law of superstition was a continuation of the late 

antique and early medieval critique of superstitious practices. Since most canonistic sources from this 

period comment in detail on only two aspects of superstition and magic – the use of lots and magically 

induced impotence – such continuity makes sense and is unsurprising. Concerning the question of 

whether canonistic sources inform us about contemporary superstitious practices, Hersperger argues that 

they do. Although it is not always possible to determine whether any given detail is meant to describe a 

contemporary practice, it is clear that in at least some cases canonists were responding to contemporary 

problems and abuses.

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum Download 
bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de



A bibliography and register of persons, works, passages, and key words round out the volume. The 

bibliography, in particular, is extremely detailed and thorough. Not only those interested in superstition and 

magic, but also those interested in the literary history of canonistic texts will find it to be an invaluable 

resource.

Hersperger’s book rests on solid research and in its footnotes makes available many unedited texts 

dealing with superstition. However, it offers few, if any, fresh insights into the canon law of superstition, the 

canonistic works that discuss superstition, or contemporary superstitious practices. The long discussion of 

magically-induced impotence is little more than a footnote to Catherine Rider’s recent study of the same 

topic1. Similarly, the discussion of other magical practices adds little of substance to what one finds in 

existing studies2. The book would have been more interesting and original if it had employed more 

sophisticated interpretative methods and methodologies, such as reading works in light of their formal 

sources and investigating the circumstances surrounding the composition of papal decretals. As it is, the 

book is more successful as a Quellensammlung than as a historical monograph. But perhaps that is all 

that Hersperger really wanted to accomplish.

1 Catherine Rider, Magic and Impotence in the Middle Ages, Oxford 2006.

2 For instance, Edward Peters, The Magician, the Witch, and the Law, Philadelphia 1978; and Richard Kieckhefer, 
Magic in the Middle Ages, Cambridge 1989.
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