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Rojas, Rochelle. Bad Christians and Hanging Toads: Witch Crafting in
Northern Spain, 1525-1675. Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press,
2025. xiii + 216 pp. 9 ills.

The topic of witch-hunting in the early modern Iberian kingdoms has
attracted comparatively little attention over the past two generations. In contrast to
the well-studied regions of Northern Europe and the British Isles, analyses of Spain
and Portugal are few. Notable exceptions are found in the work of scholars focused
on the panic in 1609-14 in the mountains of northern Navarre. Following the
pioneering analyses of Julio Caro Baroja and Gustav Henningsen, scholars such as
William Monter, Maria Tausiet, and LuAnn Homza and others have examined how
witchcraft cases were prosecuted outside of Castile, typically by the Inquisition.
But the fact that the Tribunal of the Holy Office often pardoned those accused of
witchcraft—or even declined to prosecute cases of witchcraft—makes it seem that
the Iberian kingdoms were not subject to the same persecutorial outbursts that
marked other parts of Europe. That inquisitors acted as a brake on popular fury
against witches might seem to have been a singular positive intervention in the
three-hundred year history of the Holy Office, but as Rochelle Rojas shows in Bad
Christians and Hanging Toads: Witch Crafting in Northern Spain, 1525-1675, the
presence of the Inquisition did not prevent other authorities from hunting witches
in the Kingdom of Navarre.

In order to determine the impact of the Inquisition’s “leniency” on witch-
hunting in Northern Spain, Rojas examines the archival records of the secular courts
over a long span. Part of the Habsburg Monarchy, but with independent institutions
of medieval pedigree, Navarre witnessed a struggle over jurisdiction in crimes of
witchcraft. Rojas documents the fight between royal courts, local officials with
prosecutorial powers, and the Inquisition tribunal. The tension between secular and
ecclesiastical justice, with the Inquisition at length successfully asserting its role as
the primary arbiter of crimes of maleficia, is described in the book’s early chapters.
Rojas reveals that royal tribunals and local officials chafed at the restrictions placed
upon their quests for what they deemed to be justice. That is, they sought to have
witches prosecuted for the physical harm that they were thought to have caused,
and denounced the Inquisition’s habit of pardoning the accused. In the cases
presented here, the Navarrese royal courts and village-level prosecutors attempted
to demonstrate their zeal in the face of inquisitorial interference. Over the period
examined by Rojas, she identifies cases that occurred sporadically over the course
of the sixteenth century, and some related investigations that she deems “chain
trials,” although these seem large enough to merit the label of witch panics. Since
her goal is to carve out a special place for the 1609-14 trials as a genuine panic,
Rojas describes outbreaks of persecution in the 1520s, 1570s, and 1590s in more
circumscribed terms (27). Testimony from these cases offers insight into rural
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culture, especially the accused witches’ use of toads as a source for poison. At times,
these toads are described as being dressed in velvet clothes and treated as demonic
familiars, similar to how they are depicted in contemporary English trials.

While the smaller numbers of witch trials documented in the Navarrese
archives suggest that the region was an outlier in the general European panorama,
the same social factors that drove witch panics elsewhere can be detected there.
Rojas insists on the need for officials to invent witches, labelling certain individuals
as brujas or brujos and describing their actions as maleficia. Here she plays on the
word witchcraft, noting that the witches identified by the secular courts in Navarre
were “crafted.” That is, they were made to conform to legal definitions employed
by prosecutors and judges, ones at first unfamiliar to villagers. For this reviewer,
however, Roja’s discussion of the phrase mala cristiana is more compelling. In her
trial records, the accused are often described as “bad Christians,” evidence for
which included the refusal to attend masses, confess, or receive the Eucharist. Rojas
identifies the period following the mid-1560s, after the close of the Council of Trent
and the promulgation of its decrees in Spain, as a turning point when popular
notions of “good Christian” behavior became more widespread. While there were
instances from trials in the earlier part of the century when the phrase mala cristiana
was used, the term seems more frequent later on. Was the council’s impact so swift
as to craft a novel expectation of Christian identity in the mountain villages of
Navarre within a decade? Or was the process of reform perhaps already underway
by mid-century, establishing minimums of popular piety by which such individuals
were judged? These questions would require further analysis of the state of the rural
clergy, or whether religious orders undertook catechetical missions in Navarre
before Trent’s impact was felt. Roja’s study nevertheless constitutes an excellent
starting point for further consideration of witch-hunting over the long term in early
modern Iberia.

Liam Matthew Brockey
Michigan State University
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