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Introduction
I have decided to the research the notion of Witches, through both the history and art work. I am interested in comparing how different todays society views Witches to how society viewed Witches back in the 1600’s. The reason for choosing this subject is I find it interesting how accepting we are nowadays to different types of behaviour, and I want to look into why we as a society have changed our views but also look at the countries that still carry the same opinion as we did centuries ago. I will investigate what has possibly influenced the change in opinions, such as film, television and media. I also will compare the artwork relating to Witches back when it was a crime to now and how they are perceived through the artwork of today. The three keywords in this dissertation proposal are:
· Fear 
· Reclaim
· Empowerment
The three artists, whose work I will be studying in this proposal are:
· [bookmark: _GoBack]Gil Elvgren 
· Albrecht Durer
· Jacquelin Deleon

Section 1 – Fear 
Due to past events such as the Salem Witch Trials, which saw 200 people accused and 20 people executed, women who identify as Witches or Wicca’s, have been hesitant to speak out about their beliefs and religion due to fear of being shamed and ridiculed. Because of this ongoing fear that was instilled in women approximately 327 years ago, for centuries women have continued to talk in hushed tones, worried about being overheard and others have walked away from the craft altogether. In April of 2007, an important victory was won in the United States when the Department of Veterans Affairs settled and agreed to add the Wiccan pentacle to the list of approved religious symbols. However, it is stated that although the Wiccan Pentacle is now approved as a religious symbol, Wicca in the civilian world is largely a religion in hiding. Wiccans fear losing their friends and jobs if people find out about their faith (Banerjee, 2007) 
To understand why some Witches of today are still afraid, I will be researching into the history of how Witches were treated through the centuries and the events that caused such fear to declare themselves as Witches. Whilst there have been many Witch trials around the world, probably the most known out of all of them is the Witch trials that were held in a small village called Salem, Massachusetts. The Salem Witch Trials first began in the month of February in 1692 and ended in May 1693. These events began when a group of young girls in the town of Salem, Massachusetts claimed to be possessed by the devil and started accusing other local women of Witchcraft. This set off a panic in the small village of Salem and eventually the first woman who was accused of the craft, Bridget Bishop, was executed. According to research looking into the history of the Witch Trials in Salem, Massachusetts, eighteen other people followed Bridget Bishop to their deaths and 150 men and women would go on to be accused. (History.com Editors, 2018) 
It is possible, as a society, to understand why Witches of today would still be hesitant to announce their beliefs and openly discuss them. It is reported that the last woman to be accused and executed in England, was Alice Molland in 1684. It was not until 1736 that the Witch trials would be repealed, thus ending Witch trials in England. (Lewis, 2019) 
Although Witch Trails were practically forbidden in England, they continued in other countries and still to this day in certain counties they continue to execute those accused of Witchcraft. With destinations such as Glastonbury continuing to be popular, the idea of Witches in the United Kingdom is becoming more acceptable.  With the recent release of the Netflix show The Chilling Adventures of Sabrina, it is evident just how far we have come as a society. Just the mere thought of a show that is based on a young girl and her family of Witches who praise the Dark Lord and dabble in the dark arts could have quite possibly sent minds spinning back in the days of Witch Trials. Nowadays, it has almost become somewhat of a trend, social media sites such as Instagram, Pinterest and Tumblr all show signs of celebration for the Wicca Religion. 
Whilst some countries have grown out of the idea of Witches being old hags who eat children and have a close relationship with the Devil himself, not all have, thus continuing the fear and secrecy. One country that still see’s their fair share of Witch Hunts is Papua New Guinea. According to an article researching into the Witch Hunts of Papua New Guinea, it is stated that the hunts that end up in torture and murder are so common that they are rarely reported on the news and most cases go investigated by the Police. (Neubauer, 2018) 
Fear is something that women have had to live with for a very long time. From fear of being accused as a Witch and being sentenced to death to fear of walking home alone at night. Lisa Lister, the author of the book Witch: Unleashed, Untamed, Unapologetic, explains it in a way that has the possibility to really paint the picture of how the events of 1692 in Salem, Massachusetts still effect the women of today. Lister states: As women, we carry the stories – the pain and the fear – of women who’ve gone before us. (Lister, 2018, pg.4) 
Section 2 – Reclaim 
In 2019, the idea of someone being a Witch possibly does not instil the same level of fear it once did back when nobody knew much about it and it was mostly seen as something sinister and evil. Due to this way of thinking, women of today are looking to reclaim the word Witch. Lisa Lister researches in her book the way Witches are perceived and how they are not being shown as their true form. In her book she writes; ‘The Witch is often painted as an ugly, scary woman who does bad things, but this is not the truth. She is often seen as a spell caster, a weaver of dark arts and someone who creates hexes and curses. Rarely however is the Witch seen as a wise woman, a power source and a force of nature.’ (Lister, 2018, pg.5) 
Just by looking at the relationship Hollywood has with Witches, you can see the stereotype Witches have had for a very long time. An example being, the Wicked Witch of the West in the 1939 hit movie The Wizard of Oz. The green skin, elongated nose, pointy black hat along with the broom stick and cackling laugh. Although at the time of the movies release, Witch Trials were a thing of the past, but the stereotype continued. The stereotype comes from when the Witch Trials were taking place and women who were being accused were either childless, middle aged, without a husband or someone with a low social position. Nowadays those who are childless, single, middle aged or are not as far up the social ladder as others, they would not be seen as someone who worships the Devil and has an impressive collection of weird ingredients to throw in their cauldron.
That is why many women are standing up and working to reclaim the word Witch and show that it is not the scary old lady handing out poisonous apples in fairy tales. In an online article by The Washington Post, it is stated that for decades now women have been embracing the persona of the Witch, converting it from a slur to an assertion of their power in the face of male dominance. (Bonos, 2017) 
[image: Image result for gil elvgren witch]Looking into the artwork of Witches through time, it has been found on a website called Smithsonian.com, that around the years 1905 and 1915, artists began painting Witches in a much different way. They were beginning to be seen as these beautiful women, with curves and blushing cheeks (Gambino, 2014).  No longer the scary looking ‘old hags’ they once were depicted as. An example being artist Gil Elvgren’s ‘Riding High’ painting, A pin up illustration of a curvy woman dressed as a Witch riding a broomstick. 






                                                    Figure 1: Gil Elvgren, Riding High, 1958
Although the painting has the pointy hat and broom which is linked to the stereotype of Witches, the overall style of the Witch is completely different to how they were imagined centuries before. It is artwork much like ‘Riding High’ that helps break down that stereotype. 
Researching further in to why exactly there is such fear behind the word Witch, an author by the name of Astrea wrote an online article explaining her fear of the word and how she carried it for years until she finally came to terms with it and now embraces it completely. Once she questioned why she was afraid and spent some time trying to figure out the question, she eventually realised that she was afraid to claim her own power. She states in the article: That word carried so much power that it scared people. A woman’s power is definitely a threat to a lot of people and ‘the way things are’. Worst of all, I realised I’d been giving away my power to those faceless, nameless people, and their jealous, male god. (Astrea, 2017) 
There is the strong possibility that after years of women keeping quiet and carrying that fear to claim the word Witch, that nowadays with the steps we have taken as a society to embrace being different and allowing people the freedom to do and be whoever they want, that women who have had to live in the shadows of society are now coming out and standing proud, ready to reclaim the word Witch and educate what it really means to be one. 
Section 3 – Empowerment 
The third and final keyword is Empowerment. With women stepping up and openly reclaiming the word Witch, that sense of empowerment follows. During the times when Witches were being hunted and executed, women openly calling themselves a Witch and feeling empowered was not something that was done too often.  
In countries such as the United States and United Kingdom, the word Witch is no longer an insult or a word to be feared, it is taking on a new meaning of empowerment for many. Mookychick.com writes about how Witchcraft empowered women in 2017, the author Ania Rybak writes that practising Witchcraft itself can be very empowering and not just for women. It is a practice where you position yourself as the centrepiece and there is no one there to lead your prayer for you or tell you when to kneel. You yourself choose when you kneel, how you pray and how often you do it, (Rybak, 2017)
Since the 1990’s, there has been an influx of movies and television shows that feature or are about Witches. Movies such as The Craft and television shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer and Charmed, really set the tone for what a modern Witch is like. The old, haggard look of Witches is something that is left to Halloween costumes, the overall idea of Witches has become more modernised and realistic. Thus making women who identify as Witches feel more empowered, TheStar.com interviewed a modern Witch, Sally Molloy. Molloy talks about the positive effects seeing shows such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer on television had, she states ‘It has become a respected belief system, it changed a lot in the 90’s with popular depictions that were so positive. People are more accepting now. When I was young, being called a Witch was a bad thing. Now it is being used as a feminist word’ (Latif, 2018) 
[image: Image result for albrecht durer the witch]With movies and television shows embracing the modern look of Witches, artists are following suit and creating artwork of Witches that is now flattering and beautiful instead of harsh and haggard. Much like Gil Elvgren’s piece, Riding High, the artwork of today paints Witches in a better, more powerful light.







                                      Figure 2:  Albrecht Durer, Witch Riding On A Goat, 1500/1501
This piece by Albrecht Durer can potentially explain just what people thought of when they heard the word Witch. A naked, haggard older woman riding on a goat. Goats were often linked to the Devil, so it would make sense that it would be linked to Witches as they were seen as worshippers of the Devil. The Witches hair moving in the opposite way of the Goat’s fur is an eerie detail the artist has included, possibly showcasing that dark magic that Witches were linked to. Looking at a piece that was created approximately 400 years ago, to now moving on to a piece that was created in the 21st Century, you can see possibly how much influence today’s social media, movies and television has influenced and changed the overall view on Witches. 
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                                                    Figure 3: Jacquelin Deleon, 2017
Keeping the colour palette dark along with the dark pointy hat to showcase that the female in the piece is a Witch, it is on the opposite side of the spectrum compared to the previous piece created around 1500 to 1501. The flow of the image is much more delicate, and the overall look of the female is warm and inviting. 
With todays influences and artwork, Witches are gaining more positive recognition and therefore feeling more empowered to speak out and publicly embrace the word Witch. It is possible though that the feel of empowerment these women are feeling is not limited to just coming out and saying they are a Witch. In the past women have been subjected to being lesser than men and in today’s society, pitted against one another, just like they were pitted against one another during the Witch Trials. Female family members set to testify against each other, that fear of their family member being a Witch planted seeds of doubts in their mind. Looking back at Lisa Lister’s book, Witch Unleashed, Untamed, Unapologetic, she goes on to talk about this ‘womb deep mistrust’. She goes on to say, just like the patriarchs who initiated the Witch hunts, todays patriarchs benefit from keeping us oppressed and perpetually mistrusting each other. Making mothers and daughters testify against each other during the Witch Trials has created this womb deep mistrust amongst women and it’s one that totally messes up friendships mother-daughter relationships and sisterhood today. (Lister, 2018, pg.74)
As a society we have come a long way with how we perceive Witches, that feeling of empowerment these women show coming together and standing as one also shows hope that all woman can stand as one eventually, whether they identify as a Witch or not. 
Conclusion 
In conclusion to this research, it is apparent that modern Witches of today are moving forward and bringing a whole new meaning to the word Witch. It was once a word that was feared and now it is being embraced and more accepted in todays society. With places like Glastonbury becoming a mecca for Witches, a place where they can talk openly and be themselves, it is evident that times are moving forward. It is possible that if we keep educating the generations to come on the Witch Trials that took place, we as a society can continue to see changes being made in not only those who identify as Witches but for female equality as a whole. 
Coming to a further conclusion, the question that I will be looking more depth into for my Dissertation is: How different are todays Witches viewed and treated, compared to Witches during the Salem Trials? And has film, television and media played a role into our society becoming more acceptable?
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