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1. Introduction

In recent years, a growing body of research and creative productions 
have established the witch as a feminist figure. Similarly, the queer witch 
has become a powerful figure that is regularly featured in visual culture. 
Furthermore, magic is increasingly present in contemporary queer culture, 
as discussed in popular media such as Vice (Donovan, 2015) and Refinery29 
(Kohr, 2020; Smith, 2020). Even though previous studies have investigated 
witches and magic from multiple viewpoints, the origins of the connection 
between magic and queerness have not, to my knowledge, been analysed 
previously, nor has the subject been thoroughly explored in art. The aim 
of this thesis is to explore the relationship between queerness and magic 
and to investigate whether there are traces in Western history that enable 
drawing parallels between those two.

Contemporary examples of the connection between magic and queerness 
include visual culture representations of queer witches. In mainstream 
tv shows and movies, the queer witch is often portrayed as a powerful 
but threatening figure: for example, in Joachim Trier’s movie Thelma 
(2017) and the Netflix series I am not okay with this (Entwistle, 2020), the 
queer main character’s magical powers are depicted as an uncontrollable 
force that threatens the world order. Additionally, queer individuals are 
adapting magic into their lives through, for instance, astrology (Smith, 
2020) and self-identifying as a witch (Sollée, 2017; Donovan, 2015). These 
contemporary demonstrations of the intersections between magic and 
queerness raise the question whether there is a historical explanation 
for associating queerness with magic: whether a historical connection 
between those two exists, and if it does, whether it could explain how this 
intersection is manifested in contemporary visual culture as well as queer 
culture.

A preliminary exploration of the subject revealed that the date range of 
relevant sources spans from ancient Egypt to present day. I first narrowed 
the research to Western history. In the preliminary material gathered, 
the relevance of the early modern time period was emphasised for many 
reasons. Firstly, because witchcraft had become a punishable crime across 
European legal systems (Ankarloo & Clark, 2001, p. vii), the time period 
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provided a large amount of documented witch trials. Secondly, previous 
studies have connected early modern understandings of witches to 
sexually non-normative women (Federici, 2004, p. 194), which explains 
why some of the witch accusations from this time period reference 
queerness. Thirdly, the early modern interest in witches was also adapted 
into arts: in many visual representations from this era, witches appear 
subverting gender and sexual roles. Due to the abundance of relevant 
source material provided by the time period, I restricted the scope to the 
analysis of early modern representations. In this thesis, thus, I first analyse 
and discuss six early modern representations of magic that reference 
qualities that can be interpreted as queer: three written and three visual 
samples. Following this, I apply the research findings to my own artistic 
production. Central to the thesis is thus the analytical approach of queer 
reading, or queering, as a means to deconstruct ideologies and what is 
considered ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’ in a text (Sullivan, 2003, p. 51). The 
process of queering provides tools that bridge from theoretical analysis to 
artistic practice.

In brief, this thesis combines theoretical and artistic working methods 
to draw parallels between early modern witches and contemporary 
understandings of queerness. First, it conducts a queering to six early 
modern representations of queer witches and applies the results of the 
analysis to the artistic production of this thesis. The artistic production 
then aims to visualise the connections between contemporary queer 
life and early modern representations of magic and make this research 
accessible to contemporary queer spectators.

This thesis thus consists of two interrelated parts. The main purpose of 
Part I, the theoretical research, is to conduct a queer reading of early 
modern representations of magical subjects. It first defines three key 
concepts in Chapter 2. Next, Chapter 3 explains the conceptual evolution 
of magic from antiquity to the Middle Ages, and how magic and witches 
were understood in early modern Europe. Chapter 4 begins with theories 
related to representations and proceeds to conduct a queering to six 
written and visual representations of early modern witches. The results 
of this analysis function as a basis for the artistic production in Part 
II. Finally, Chapter 5 explores artistic practice as a tool for reclaiming 
minority history. By presenting works by marginalised artists and 
visual field scholars, it discusses how art can be used to highlight queer 
viewpoints and thus works as a link to the artistic production.
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The artistic production, documented in Chapter 6, repurposes the six 
early modern samples analysed in the theoretical part into a series of 
illustrations. The chapter first describes the process of creating the series 
in Chapter 6.1, and then present the final production, the six works that 
form an exhibition concept, in Chapter 6.2. Next, Chapter 7 analyses and 
discusses the contributions of the artistic process to both this thesis as 
well as the visual field at large: the artistic production serves as an example 
of a process that borrows a critical theory, queering, and applies it to the 
artistic production. The chapter also forms my approach to highlighting 
viewpoints neglected by mainstream visual culture through a synthesis of 
theoretical and artistic processes.
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PART I
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2. Key concepts

This chapter defines the three key terms and concepts found in the title 
of this thesis: queer, magic and witch. It briefly discusses the history of these 
terms and their relevance to this thesis. Queer, to start with, first appeared 
in written British sources in the early 16th century (Sayers, 2005). Related 
to the German quer, “perverse, odd” (Harper, 2021), the older meanings of 
queer include “strange and mysteriously different” (Jones, 2008, p. 4) and 
“something twisted” (Sayers, 2005). By the early 20th century, queer had 
become a synonym for homosexual (Harper, 2021). Since then, the word 
has evolved from a pejorative term into a label that embraces the outsider 
status and rejects the limits of normalcy (Jones, 2008, p. 4). Currently, 
queer has multiple definitions that transcend sexuality and gender. In 
addition to being both a noun and an adjective describing people who 
are not cisgender and heterosexual, queer can be used as a verb (Sullivan, 
2003, p. 50). In the academic context, specifically in queer theory, queering 
refers to analysis that aims to deconstruct phenomena that are considered 
“natural” (Sullivan, 2003, p. 51) and refuse what is considered “normal” 
(Bryant, 2003). The etymology of the word queer demonstrates that it has 
always connected sexuality with the mystical “other”. This thesis utilises 
queering to navigate and challenge historical materials.

The next term, magic, originated from antiquity. Since ancient Greece, 
magic has referred to practices and rituals “other” to dominant culture 
(Graham, 2018, p. 255); historically, magic has been connected to 
unorthodox religious practises (Hen, 2015, p.202) involving “secret body 
of knowledge” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2o21). Because the definition of 
magic has changed throughout history, the development of the term from 
antiquity until the early modern era will be discussed further in the next 
chapter.

The third term, witch can be defined as a person who practises magic 
(Griffin, 2017). Since the sixteenth century, this term has been associated 
with especially women who perform magic (Gaskill, 2010, p. 31). 
Furthermore, it can be argued that pre-modern European understandings 
associated witches with harmful magic (Hutton, 2017, Author’s Note) and 
the devil (Oxford English Dictionary, 2021). Therefore, in the context of 
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the early modern time period, witch can be viewed as a negative term. As 
mentioned in the introduction, recent feminist and gender studies (e.g. 
Purkiss, 1996; Federici, 2007) as well as popular media publications (e.g. 
Sollée, 2017; Grossman, 2019) have established the witch as a feminist 
figure. More contemporary views of the witch figure thus comprehend 
her as a powerful symbol of female independence and resistance to 
male dominance (Hutton, 2017, Author’s Note). In the next chapter, the 
historical perspectives of the terms magic and witch will be discussed in 
more detail.
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3. Magic discourse in ancient, medieval 
and early modern Europe

This chapter introduces the historical context in which early modern 
representations of magic were created. As mentioned in the previous 
chapter, magic has since antiquity referred to activities characterised 
as “other” in relation to the dominant culture (Graham, 2018, p. 255). 
The definition of magic has therefore changed from one era to another 
according to the prevailing practises and cultures (Stratton, 2007, p. 177). 
This chapter first explains the construction of magic discourse in ancient 
Greece and how that discourse evolved to the Middle Ages and until the 
early modern time period.

Since its formation in Classical Greece, the concept of magic has been 
connected to otherness. First, magic was a term that described Persian 
priestly class, Magi, and their practises and beliefs (Oxford English 
Dictionary, 2021; Graham, 2018, p. 255; Bogdan, p. 3). Slowly magic 
expanded to a term covering a variety of other activities that were foreign 
to Greek culture (Stratton, 2007, p. 34). Magic came to signify the “other” 
and marginalise “activities, persons, or ideas” (Stratton, 2007, p. 177) that 
were unacceptable in Greek thought. One group connected to magic were 
those who possessed feminine and barbarian qualities (Stratton, 2007, p. 
62); reflecting the misogyny and xenophobia of their time, Greek writers 
associated magic with “barbarous activities, foreign rituals, and dangerous 
women” (Stratton, 2007, p. 17–18). From ancient Greece, the concept of 
magic spread to the neighbouring cultures through Hellenism (Stratton, 
2007, p. 177).

The concept of magic and its counterpart, miracle, were relative in the 
Greco-Roman world. This meant that legitimate demonstrations of divine 
power were acknowledged as miracles that authorised people as sources 
of power, whereas allegations of magic were used to weaken a person’s 
claim to (sacred) power and hence to authority (Stratton, 2007, p. 112). 
Therefore, deciding what was magic and what was a miracle depended on 
the interpreter and the authority of the person claiming to do miracles 
(Stratton, 2007, p. 114). Moreover, Roman authorities launched accusations 
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of magic against groups that were seen as “un-Roman” (Stratton, 2007, p. 
34), thus further marginalising those who did not conform to their ideals.

After Christianity became the dominant religion of the Roman Empire 
in the fourth century, magic was understood from the viewpoint of 
Christianity (Stratton, 2007,  p. 144). Now Christian authors would dictate 
which practises were approved as miracles and whose unorthodox forms 
of piety were deemed magic (Hen, 2015, p. 202). Furthermore, Christians 
associated magic with the worship of Satan (Stratton, 2007, p. 122): 
since Christians saw the Greek and Roman gods as demonic offspring 
(Stratton, 2007, p. 121), Greco-Roman religions were now labelled as magic. 
Gradually, Christians employed the accusation of magic not only against 
rival religions, but also against fellow Christians seen as heretic (Stratton, 
2007, p. 127). As different forms of Christianity spread and established 
across Europe in the Middle Ages, religious authorities became increasingly 
obsessed with pagan and magical practices (Hen, 2015, p. 190):  since 
the seventh century, references to magic and paganism were rising at an 
exponential rate (Hen, 2015, p. 190). As demonstrated, magic had thus 
developed into a discourse about dominance. Accusations of magic had 
been used as a tool of denigration (Stratton, 2007, p. 44) for centuries 
before the peak of magic accusations, the early modern witch-hunts.

The early modern time period in Europe is considered the time period 
following the Middle Ages, extending from the late 15th century until the 
18th century (Oxford English Dictionary, 2021). By this time period, the 
heretic, the magician and the witch had combined into one figure (Gaskill, 
2010, p. 31): the witch emerged as a powerful magical character who 
threatened the secular and ecclesiastical order. To overcome this threat, 
the majority of clerical and secular legal systems across Europe introduced 
“diabolic witchcraft” (Ankarloo & Clark, 2001, p. vii) as a punishable crime. 
The extent of prosecutions against witches has been debated by historians. 
It has been estimated that between the 15th and 19th centuries, there were 
approximately 100 000 witch trials in Europe and America combined 
(Gaskill, 2010, p. 61), half of which resulted in execution (Hutton, 2017; 
Gaskill, 2010, p. 66; Roper, 2004, p. 6). Even though it has proven difficult 
to make generalisations about the cases that spanned over centuries and 
multiple countries, previous studies suggest that the vast majority of those 
executed were women (Roper, 2004, p. 6).

According to Silvia Federici’s (2004, p. 88) feminist views, early modern 
magic discourse became increasingly intertwined with attempts by 
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European authorities to control women’s bodies and reproduction. 
Federici suggests that the witch-hunt was introduced as a punishment 
for women who resisted their “natural” role as a reproductive resource 
(2004, p. 88, 97, 170). Following the Black Death, there had been a decline 
in the workforce, and European states wanted to utilise women’s bodies 
in order to “restore the desired population ratio” (Federici, 2004, p. 
88). To ensure population growth, women were deprived of the control 
they had “exercised over their bodies and reproduction” (Federici, 2004, 
p. 88). Penalties were launched against contraception, abortion and 
infanticide (Federici, 2004, p. 88). The witch-hunt was introduced as one 
form of penalty (Federici, 2004, p. 88, 170): witch trials provided a list of 
various forms of sexual activities banned as “non-productive”, including 
homosexuality (Federici, 2004, p. 194).

In addition to Federici’s views, early modern witch-hunts have been 
studied extensively and investigated from multiple other perspectives: 
for instance, in relation to the Church Reformations, changes in secular 
institutions, the struggle for resources and economic stability and the 
development of natural philosophy (Ankarloo & Clark, 2001, p. ix). 
All of these can be seen as contributing factors to the uprise of witch 
prosecutions.

As demonstrated, magic has since antiquity represented qualities “other” 
to contemporary ideals. Early modern understandings combined the ideas 
of magic, witchcraft and heresy, birthing the sexually non-normative, 
evil witch figure. In this time period, ideas about witches spread through 
a variety of media: in addition to judicial documentation from witch 
trials, the development of print media enabled the production of popular 
pamphlets such as Malleus Maleficarum (The Hammer of Witches, Kramer, 1486) 
and illustrated ones like On Witches and Female Soothsayers (Molitor, 1489) 
along with printed artworks by distinguished artists (Hults, 2005, p. 14; 
Zika, 2007, p. 2–4). The early modern period thus offers a plethora of 
materials for a deeper study of the connection between queerness and 
magic.
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4. Queering early modern representations 
of magic

This chapter is two-fold. It first introduces theories related to the 
concept of representation: the subject is explored through precepts 
of visual culture scholars Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright (2009), 
cultural theorist Stuart Hall (1997), feminist scholars Kate Millett (1970) 
and Laura Mulvey (1975), and queer theory as defined by Nikki Sullivan 
(2003). Against this theoretical background, I introduce and analyse six 
early modern representations of magic. By utilising a method of analysis 
borrowed from queer theory, queering, I specify how each of these written 
and visual samples can be seen to reference contemporary understandings 
of queerness.

4.1 Theoretical background

Visual culture scholars Sturken and Cartwright explain in Practices of 
Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture (2009) that representation signifies 
the utilisation of language and images to “create meaning about the world” 
(p. 12). This means that instead of neutrally reflecting the world as it is, 
representations construct meanings of the items that are being represented 
(Sturken & Cartwright, 2009, p. 12). Representations thus present the world 
mirroring the ideologies of the environment they are created in (Sturken & 
Cartwright, 2009, p. 23).

Feminist scholars and cultural theorists have studied multiple ways in 
which dominant ideologies influence representations. Feminist scholar 
Kate Millett’s (1970) art and literary critique, Sexual Politics, highlights that 
knowledge produced in a patriarchal, heteronormative society echoes the 
customs of the environment they are fabricated in. Therefore, historical 
representations present the world through the male gaze (Mulvey, 1975): 
from a heterosexual, male point of view. Similarly, because representation 
of a minority is determined by the politically dominant group, historical 
texts and images often include othering marginalised groups – considering 
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a person or group of people as intrinsically different from and alien to the 
dominant group (de Beauvoir, 1949; Said, 1979). For this reason, historical 
representations of, for example, women and queers often portray them as 
the “other”.

As representations accumulate meanings (Hall, 1997, p. 232), they 
subtly form into ideas and stereotypes. For instance, seeing repeated 
representations of queer witches who are positioned against the natural 
world order can lead to the interpretation of queerness as unnatural 
in the spectator’s mind. In order to challenge prevailing ideologies of 
a text and what it considers as unnatural and natural, queer theory has 
developed a critical analysis called queering (Sullivan, 2003, p. 51). According 
to Sullivan (2003, p. 51), critical analysis of a text exposes the way it has 
been constructed. Deconstructing the ‘unnatural’ and ‘natural’ exposes the 
“constructedness of meaning and identity” (Sullivan, 2003, p. 51). It follows 
that queering of a text challenges normative knowledge (Sullivan, 2003, p. 
43) and can work as a starting point for other forms of thinking and living 
(Sullivan, 2003, p. 51). This is exercised in the following chapter, which 
conducts queering to three written and three visual samples from the early 
modern era.

4.2 Written samples

This section analyses three written representations of early modern 
magical queers: first, a witch confession of the young Basque maiden Maria 
of Ximildegui; next, a description of Italian abbess Benedetta Carlini’s 
mystical and sexual endeavours in a nunnery; and finally, accusations 
against Hungarian countess Elizabeth Báthory concerning the questionable 
rituals she was claimed to perform. After each sample is introduced, 
it is queered, that is, analysed in a way that exposes the ideologies 
visible within and identifies how it can be used as a starting point for an 
alternative interpretation.
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4.2.1 Maria of Ximildegui and queer communality (A)

The first written sample, Maria of Ximildegui’s witch confession, was 
originally recorded in the 1613 Salazar documents, and retrieved from 
Mentxaka’s (2008) English translation in The Ensign Nun, the Witch and 
the Goddess; Some Basque Lesbians of History and Myth. Maria of Ximildegui 
was a twenty-year old woman who lived in the small Spanish town of 
Zugarramurdi, located in the Basque region next to the French border. 
In the testimony, Maria describes how she a few years prior would 
occasionally sleep in the house of another maid, Catalina – Maria’s friend 
and neighbour (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 48; Henningsen, 2004, p. 106). One of 
these nights, Catalina asked Maria to accompany her to “a certain place” 
(Mentxaka, 2008, p. 48). Maria followed her friend to a house where she 
saw the devil sitting in a chair and women “having fun, dancing and taking 
steps freely” (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 48). Seeing this spectacle, while music 
was playing in the background, Maria “felt herself as if being lifted and 
didn’t know what had caused it” (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 49). The description 
implies that Maria was feeling overwhelmed by the scene.

After some time, the revelries ended, and Maria and Catalina returned 
home in silence, undressed and slept in the same bed (Mentxaka, 2008, 
p. 49). This occurred several times during the span of a year. When Maria 
was trying to ask the other women what kind of entertainment it was that 
they were participating in, they would respond that there was not more to 
it than meets the eye (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 49). One night, when Maria was 
returning from the sandy meadow with Catalina and two other women, 
she asked again what these meetings were about, and they replied it was 
“nothing but the best thing she had ever seen and that from now on she 
would have much fun” (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 49).

Maria of Ximildegui’s statement is one of the many Basque witch 
confessions from the early 17th century (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 45–46). 
Her story exemplifies how these witch confessions relate to queerness: 
firstly, as described by Mentxaka (2008, p. 47), they often included a 
witch “coming out” to another woman when they lay together in bed 
at night. Secondly, Basque witch confessions often involved gatherings 
between a closed group of women, introducing the new witch to this 
secret counterculture (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 47). In the early modern period, 
friendships between women could lead to accusations of witchcraft 
(Federici, p. 186). It can thus be suggested that Basque witches were 
threatening to the early modern world order due to their redefinition of 
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social bonds (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 47) that Maria’s confession describes.

A contemporary reading of Maria’s confession finds connections between 
queerness and the non-normative communities and relationships she 
describes: the intimate relationship between her and Catalina implies 
same-sex attraction, and the nightly gatherings they attended read as an 
underground party where like-minded people can gather. Even though 
early modern authorities considered generic “having fun” between a closed 
group of women as evidence against witches (Mentxaka, 2008, p. 47), a 
contemporary reading should hardly find anything deviant about Maria’s 
confession. Instead, it could be seen as evidence for finding ways to build 
communality in an era when relations between women were demonised. 
These kinds of “alternative methods for alliance” (Halberstam, 2005, p. 
1) are categorised as queer practices in contemporary queer studies by 
scholars such as Jack Halberstam (2005, p. 1).

A noteworthy detail in Maria’s story is the way she describes her feelings 
when she first arrives at the secret gathering. From a contemporary 
perspective, the feeling of “being lifted” could refer to high spirits; it 
implies the carefree feeling of joining an event that feels safe, and the 
togetherness one feels when uniting as a community at events such as, in 
modern terms, the Pride parade. Whereas this sample is focused on non-
normative communality and only implies same-sex desire by describing 
Maria and Catalina sleeping naked in one bed, the next sample explicitly 
depicts a sexual relationship between two women.
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4.2.2 Sister Benedetta Carlini and same-sex desire (B)

The second written source analysed describes Italian abbess Benedetta 
Carlini. The story was originally retrieved from Judith Brown’s book 
Immodest Acts: The Life of a Lesbian Nun in Renaissance Italy (Studies in the History of 
Sexuality) (1986), as summarised by Rupp (2009, p. 58–61). The thirty-year-
old Italian abbess Benedetta became known to the local authorities due to 
the miracles she had claimed to perform (Rupp, 2009, p. 59). To investigate 
whether Benedetta’s claims were true, a higher official sent his men to her 
convent (Rupp, 2009, p. 59). An investigation conducted around 1622 found 
evidence that Benedetta’s miracles were faked (Rupp, 2009). In addition, 
the investigation exposed even more concerning information about 
Benedetta: her cell companion Bartolomea Crivelli revealed that Benedetta 
had performed “immodest acts” (Rupp, 2009, p. 59) on her while 
disguised as the guardian angel Splenditello. The following description is a 
combination of Bartolomea’s and Benedetta’s confessions as rendered by 
Rupp (2009, p. 58–61).

Christ had come to Benedetta one night and removed her heart from her 
chest. Three days later, he had returned, giving his own heart to her and 
assigning her a guardian angel named Splenditello. After this, for two 
years, at least three times a week in the evening, Benedetta would disrobe, 
go to bed and wait for Bartolomea to disrobe. Pretending to need her, 
Benedetta would call. She would throw Bartolomea on the bed; she would 
embrace her, climb on top of her, kiss her and her breasts, and whisper 
words of love to her. She would touch Bartolomea’s genitals or “stir on top 
of her so much that both of them corrupted themselves” (Rupp, 2009, p. 
60). Benedetta would tell Bartolomea she was “melting for love” (Brown 
1986, 117–18, 120, 125, as quoted in Rupp, 2009, p. 61). In the investigation, 
Benedetta did not admit to these acts, as it had been the male angel who 
had taken her over in the bed with Bartolomea. However, in the final 
investigation Benedetta admitted being tricked by the devil.

The two nuns’ statements form a rare depiction of sex between women 
from the early modern time period. As Benedetta’s acts were not approved 
as miracles, they could have been categorised as magic according to 
early modern understandings. Benedetta’s story affirms that women 
who lived out of reach from male authorities had the opportunity to 
realise their sexuality as they wished. It is interesting that through her 
male ego Splenditello, Benedetta was able to express her love and desire 
for Bartolomea. Through the appearance of Splenditello, Benedetta’s 
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“immodest acts” relate sex to magic. Unlike in the case of Maria (4.2.1), 
and samples similar to hers, the connection between non-normative 
sexual acts and magic is not drawn by authorities, but the magic-maker 
herself. Prior to the investigation, Benedetta had gained clerical authority 
through the miracles she had claimed to perform (Rupp, 2009, p. 58–58) 
and it is possible that magic empowered her to gain sexual confidence as 
well. Alternatively, the magical appearance of Benedetta’s guardian angel 
could have been an alibi used to explain her sexual desires to authorities, 
or a way for Benedetta to explain her sexual desire towards Bartolomea 
to herself. Whatever the reason behind the appearance of Splenditello 
in Benedetta’s description is, her confessions of love to Bartolomea and 
the longevity of their sexual relationship implies an intimate bond and 
romantic feelings between the two.
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4.2.3 Countess Elizabeth Báthory and freedom (C)

The third and last written sample concerns the Hungarian countess 
Elizabeth Báthory (1560–1614). It is retrieved from an article by 
Bartosiewicz (2018) which thoroughly presents facts and myths about 
the famous countess. Elizabeth, born into the noble family of Báthorys, 
was known for her beauty as well as her intelligence. At a young age, she 
married into another noble Hungarian family. Her husband, who was in 
the military, allegedly tortured war prisoners and continued his cruel 
habits at home with servants. He also introduced Elizabeth to torturing 
servants.

According to Bartosiewicz (2018), while Elizabeth’s husband was away at 
war, she would lead a free life traveling and engaging in romantic affairs. 
She would visit her aunt Clara in Vienna and join her lesbian orgies. 
Reportedly her aunt’s servant Thorko also introduced Elizabeth to dark 
powers. She would invite witches, seers, alchemists and alike to her castle 
and became specialised in preparing potions. Additionally, the countess 
was said to wear men’s clothes (Rupp, 2009, p. 67).

As rendered by Bartosiewicz (2018), Elizabeth began torturing her servants 
at the age of 25, hoping that the screams of her victims would relieve 
the migraines she had suffered since childhood. Six years later, a witch 
named Anna Darvulia moved into Elizabeth’s castle and became her 
confederate. The torturing became crueler: Elizabeth and Anna started to 
kill their victims. After Elizabeth’s husband died, she moved to another 
castle in Čachtice where she had a collection of confidants ranging from 
witches to poisoners. Together with these confidants, she would perform 
sadistic killings on her preferably virgin maids. In her forties, the vain 
countess started worrying that her beauty would deteriorate with age. She 
discovered that blood would help her skin stay youthful, and started to 
bathe in virgin blood. In 1610, the highest judge and his retinue entered 
Elizabeth’s castle and reportedly found fifty dead bodies and one victim, 
who was still alive. Soon, Elizabeth was charged with “vampirism, sorcery 
and celebrating pagan rituals” (Bartosiewicz, 2018, p. 111) and imprisoned in 
her own castle.

What was believed to be true about Elizabeth during her lifetime and after 
her death is a combination of fact and fiction: historians have determined 
that accusations against Elizabeth were fuelled by political and financial 
motives (Bartosiewicz, 2018, p. 117–119). As there was interest in removing 
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a Hungarian aristocrat living in Slovak land (Bartosiewicz, 2018, p. 116), the 
accusations can be viewed as a conspiracy aimed at destroying the power 
of the Báthorys. Furthermore, as Elizabeth was managing an enormous 
estate alone, accusing her of dark rituals can be seen as an attempt to strip 
an independent woman of her power.

Elizabeth’s story reflects many characteristic features of witch accusations. 
Firstly, she was a typical target for accusations due to her financial and 
social independence. Secondly, rumours about maiden killings connected 
her to subversive sexual desire and heretic rituals. Previous studies have 
found evidence that many of the deviant details of Elizabeth’s life events 
were fabricated post-death (Bartosiewicz, 2018). This further supports the 
interpretation that her position of power and autonomy resulted in the 
accusations of pagan rituals, lesbianism and massacre that aimed to remove 
her from that position. Despite the fact that Elizabeth presumably did not 
engage in any of the activities she was accused of, her story serves as an 
example of an early modern woman who was free to take agency over 
her life. With the autonomy she gained due to her noble heritage and the 
death of her husband, she was able to travel, to form alliances with other 
women and to educate herself as well as others. Similarly, it can be argued 
that she would have had the freedom to join lesbian orgies and dress in a 
masculine manner, had she desired to do so. As defying a presupposed life 
narrative is considered a queer act (Halberstam, 2005, p. 1–2), Elizabeth’s 
way of organising her life can be seen as queer.



24

4.3 Visual samples

Similar to the presentation and interpretation of the written samples in 
the previous section, this section analyses three visual representations 
of magic through a queer lens. The visual representations analysed are 
artworks created between 1489 and 1514 by two different artists: the artist 
of the first sample illustrating Ulrich Molitor’s book On Witches and Female 
Soothsayers (1489) is unknown, and the second and third artworks are by 
German artist Hans Baldung “Grien”. The following section presents and 
analyses the three visual samples in more detail.
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4.3.1 Shapeshifting in Molitor’s “On Witches and Female 
Soothsayers” (D)

The first visual sample analysed is from Ulrich Molitor’s book On Witches 
and Female Soothsayers from 1489 (page 26). As Molitor’s book was widely 
distributed, the six woodcuts that illustrated it left a permanent mark on 
the representation of witches (Zika, 2007, p. 17–18). One of the woodcuts 
(page 25) depicts three flying witches that have shapeshifted into animals. 
Their form as half animals can be attributed to the bestiality of witches, 
suggesting that witches resemble animals more than humans. This in-
between state has potential to be used as a metaphor for queer identities, 
as queerness often refers to ambiguous, changing concepts that reject clear 
definitions (Callis, 2014, p. 69): on many occasions, queer identities and 
theories relate to challenging or refusing binaries, or moving in between 
them (Marinucci, 2010, p. 61).

Another aspect that can be considered as queer in this woodcut is that it 
depicts witches in flight. Flying can be interpreted to imply the deviant 
sexuality of witches, as they were believed to insert “flying ointment” 
(Sollée, 2017, p. 79) extracted from hallucinogenic plants into their vaginas 
using broom handles – in essence, wooden dildos – as applicators (Sollée, 
2017, p. 79). Therefore, it can be said that the artwork subtly hints towards 
sexual behaviour that excludes men and through which a euphoric higher 
state can be achieved. Witches’ connection to non-normative sexuality as 
well as fluid form becomes more evident in the two visual representations 
discussed next.
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Woodcut illustration from Ulrich Molitor, On Witches and Female Soothsayers. 1489. Photo: 
© Albertina, Wien
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4.3.2 Formlessness in Baldung’s “The Witches” (E)

The second visual sample discussed is Hans Baldung’s woodcut The Witches 
(or The Witches’ Sabbath, page 28) from 1510. The artwork features a gathering 
of six witches, two goats and a cat around a jar of flying ointment. The 
witches are depicted naked, fleshy and spreading their legs. Multiple phallic 
elements, such as sausages and wooden sticks, are scattered around the 
image. The fume coming out of the jar, placed between one witch’s legs, 
surrounds the naked witches and dominates the image. In the upper left 
corner, the aggressive stream of fume encloses a witch’s body. 

The Witches’ Sabbath connects witches to leakage that according to early 
modern understanding was integral to women’s bodies. The leaking – 
through kissing, crying, menstruation and other vaginal fluids – was 
considered repulsive, and something through which others could be 
polluted (McAuliffe, 2008, p. 68). Women’s bodies were believed to be 
most porous during sexual acts (McAuliffe, 2008, p. 68). Baldung’s artwork 
can be seen to emphasise witches’ leakage through their sexual bodies 
by depicting witches naked and spreading their legs. The Witches’ Sabbath 
is only one of Baldung’s many artworks that demonstrate the connection 
between witches and leakage: in Witch and Demon (1515), the witch’s vaginal 
outflow pours into the demon’s mouth; in The Weather Witches (1523), 
vapours that embody the “threatening female formlessness and leaking 
effusion” (Hults, 2005, p. 98) surround the witches.

Hults’ (2005) analysis on Baldung’s and his contemporaries’ artworks 
suggests that male artists positioned witches in opposition to orderly 
male virtues. To expand on this idea, it can be argued that the ambiguous 
composition of fumes and female bodies in The witches visualises the 
disorder embodied in the leaky, porous female body. Similar to the half-
human, half-beast witches in the woodcut from Molitor’s On Witches and 
Female Soothsayers (4.3.1) analysed above, the formlessness in Baldung’s 
artwork can be used as a metaphor for ambiguous or fluid queer identities. 
Additionally, contamination through touch or bodily fluids can, in the 
contemporary context, be interpreted as a powerful metaphor for love 
and desire. Drawing from an Irish witch accusation which describes a 
witch’s kiss possessing the receiver (McAuliffe, 2008, p. 64), leakage can be 
considered as a metaphor for love so powerful it manifests as a full-body 
experience.
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Hans Baldung “Grien”, The Witches, or The Witches’ Sabbath, 1510, chiaroscuro woodcut. The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
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4.3.3 Non-normative sexuality in Baldung’s “Three 
Witches” (F)

Three Witches (1514, page 30), an artwork by Hans Baldung, is the third 
visual sample to be analysed in this thesis. It is a composition of three 
female bodies, two young and one old, entangled in a triangular formation 
between a monogrammed plate and a fire pot. The flaming pot at the tip of 
the triangle can be considered to symbolise “lust’s flame” (Hults, 2005, p. 
94). The overlapping body parts of the witches imply incoherence (Hults, 
2005, p. 94): the disordered triangle of breasts, buttocks, legs and arms can 
be viewed as a symbol of the moral disorder that this gathering threatens 
to break (Hults, 2005, p. 94). The tension in the triangular formation of 
Three Witches suggests that these sexual gatherings are powerful: simply by 
coming together, the witches are threatening the world order. The artwork 
can be seen to emphasise the unnaturality of this event through several 
visual cues: one of the witches being elderly, having one of the witches 
turned upside-down, and the hair of the witches defying gravity.

Three Witches is one of the multiple early modern artworks that showcase 
witches enjoying their sexuality that excludes men. In artworks by Baldung 
and his mentor Albrecht Dürer, witches are pictured gathering naked in 
orgiastic sabbaths, flying with broomsticks and gripping other phallic 
elements such as horns, spindles and sausages. Despite presenting witches 
as repulsive and barbaric, artworks such as Three Witches have sexual, even 
pornographic overtones. It can be argued that they are rooted in men’s 
fear of female sexuality, which does not centre around men, as well as 
in men’s sexualised, voyeuristic fantasies of what men think women do 
in private. Nevertheless, similar to Benedetta Carlini’s confession in the 
written sample analysed above (4.2.2), artworks of witches gathering 
amongst themselves in a sexual setting can be acknowledged as rare early 
modern depictions of sexual acts between women.
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Hans Baldung “Grien”, Three Witches, 1514, drawing on black pen with white highlights and grey 
washes on brown tinted paper. Photo: © Albertina, Vienna
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4.4 Concluding remarks 

The six samples analysed have shown that both written and visual early 
modern sources have multiple references to what is considered queer 
today. The samples clearly exemplify how magic was connected to non-
normative sexuality including same-sex acts, as well as non-normative 
gender expression and gender roles. Furthermore, the sources which 
depicted witches participating in private gatherings can be seen as 
representations of queer communality. Surprisingly, the analysis indicated 
that fluidity, which is considered integral to many contemporary queer 
identities and definitions (Callis, 2014, p. 69), was closely connected to 
early modern witches through their shapeshifting and leaking form.

The analysis of the three written samples found that witches associated 
with queerness were typically women who operated outside male 
supervision. Building on existing knowledge of witch accusations targeting 
women who lived outside male monitored households (McAuliffe, 2009, 
p. 65) and aiming at restricting women’s non-normative sexual and social 
activities (Federici, 2009, p. 186, 194), the analysis suggested that witches’ 
freedom from male authorities was interconnected to queerness: the 
unsupervised lifestyles of Maria of Ximildegui, Benedetta Carlini and 
Elizabeth Bathory presumably subjected the three women to witch 
accusations. Alternatively, one could argue that living outside male 
supervision could also have allowed them to form alliances, communality, 
as well as romantic and sexual relationships beyond what was considered 
acceptable.

In line with Hults (2005), the present analysis discovered that the visual 
samples highlighted the witches’ deviation from norms. The visual samples 
can be interpreted to emphasise the witches’ opposition to male virtues 
such as reason, masculinity and order (Hults, 2005, p. 98) by relating the 
witch to chaotic physical form: witches were depicted as half-beasts/
half-women or as polluting, leaking, fluid bodies. Additionally, artworks 
depicting gatherings of witches imply disorder through distracting 
compositions of overlapping body parts. Depicting witches as the 
embodiments of early modern vices can thus be interpreted as an act that 
“others” the subject and shows her in a negative light.
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Another way the visual samples can be viewed as othering and degrading 
towards witches was by their connection to sexual subversion through 
either subtle innuendo or overtly erotic scenes. These samples can 
be interpreted as reflections of male artists’ fears and fantasies. Clear 
examples of this were Hans Baldung’s artworks, as they depicted witches 
gathering naked in orgiastic sabbaths and flying with phallic broomsticks 
pressed between their legs. In Baldung’s artworks, the witches take on 
roles and activities typically attached to men, such as fulfilling their 
sexuality assertively, which further supports the interpretation of the 
witch’s deviance.

It must be noted that historical representations rarely depict sexual acts 
between women (Rupp, 2009, p. 4). Although the artists and officials 
presumably intended to denigrate the magical subject they described, 
depictions of witches engaging in same-sex acts can be acknowledged 
as rare historical representations of queer sexual behaviour. Similarly, 
even though the samples portrayed the witch as a deviant figure who 
embodied the misogynistic values of her contemporaries, she can be 
seen as a powerful queer figure precisely due to her subversive qualities. 
The findings thus indicate that the witch has potential to be established 
as a multifaceted queer icon who challenged early modern normative 
ways of living. The way these historical representations show non-
normative sexuality and gender expression, alternative ways of living and 
forming communities and alliances, as well as the flexible, fluid shape, 
demonstrates a clear connection between early modern witches and 
contemporary queer experiences.
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5. The artistic framework of repurposing 
historical representations

This chapter situates this thesis within the framework of feminist and 
queer art practices. First, it explores art as a means to uplift minority 
histories through Nayland Blake and Amy Scholder’s (1995) views in In a 
Different light: visual culture, sexual identity, queer practice. Then, it introduces 
how marginalised artists, such as Surrealist women and a contemporary 
interdisciplinary artist Kevin Talmer Whiteneir Jr., have previously 
repurposed magic in their art. These artists’ motives and methods for 
repurposing historical concepts through art are utilised as background 
material for the artistic production of this thesis. This chapter thus 
connects the theoretical discussions to the artistic part of the thesis.

5.1 Queer and feminist art

Queer and feminist artists of past decades have used historical 
representations as source material for their art. As Scholder (1995, p. 
178–179) explains, the feminist movement in the sixties and seventies 
inspired artists to explore new ways of working. For instance, feminist 
artistic practices formed a new political framework for art, which included 
challenging the way history had been told (Scholder, 1995, p. 178). Content-
driven work uplifted experiences of marginalised groups that were 
historically underrepresented (Scholder, 1995, p. 178) and women artists 
started to “sift through art history to resurrect the vanished voices of their 
forbears” (Blake, 1995, p. 18). This new method was later adopted by other 
outsider artists (Blake, 1995, p. 18).

Self-descriptive historical representations of queers are rare, even though 
research indicates that people who engage in same-sex acts or do not 
conform to gender norms have existed throughout recorded history (e.g. 
Aldrich, 2006; Rupp, 2009). Queer individuals lack accumulated, collective 
representation about their forebears which many other communities 
transmit throughout centuries within family lineage (Blake, 1995, p. 12). To 
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fill this gap in representation, art can provide a valuable tool for imagining 
what queer past could have looked like.

Additionally, queer art can offer alternatives for mainstream visual culture 
where queer viewpoints are rarely focalised (e.g. GLAAD, 2020). Scholder 
(1995) suggests that producing explicitly queer imagery has the power to 
take the spectator “into an imagined realm”, (p. 177) that centres queer 
experiences. Next, the methods in which art can centre marginalised 
experiences are discussed in more detail.

5.2. Magic in marginalised artists’ work

As demonstrated in Chapter 4, this thesis conducts queering to six early 
modern representations of magical subjects. Through this process, the 
underlying ideologies of the six samples are exposed. Additionally, 
Chapter 4 concludes how the analysed representations of magic can be 
interpreted as queer. This analysis will then work as the basis for artistic 
production. Because the original samples can be viewed to present the 
subject’s queerness and magicality as negative, and the artistic production 
aims at celebrating this connection, the original representations will be 
repurposed.

Cultural theorist Stuart Hall (2004, p. 270) calls repurposing of an existing 
concept trans-coding. Hall suggests that minorities can appropriate negative 
imagery for new meanings (2004, p. 277). According to Silvia Federici’s 
(2004) feminist views, medieval and early modern women who were 
considered witches repurposed magic for their empowerment: Federici 
describes magical power as an “instrument of grassroots resistance to 
power”, (Federici, 2004, p. 174) as magic empowered poor women to 
believe in their ability to subvert the natural and social order. Federici thus 
proposes that magical power can be trans-coded to a resource for resisting 
the prevailing social by those associated with magic (Federici, 2004, p. 174).

Magic has been utilised as a source of resistance and empowerment 
by marginalised artists from the early 20th century onwards: surrealist 
women interested in magical realism and the occult in the first half of 
the twentieth century began to remake the witch in their own image 
(Grossman via Sollée, 2017, p. 53–55). During a time when Western women 
were largely defined in relation to men, based on biological and economic 
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roles (Choucha, 1991, p. 97), the opportunities for women artists were 
limited. Women were struggling to become artists, not to mention be 
associated with a controversial movement such as surrealism (Choucha, 
1991, p. 97). Occultism offered artists such as Remedios Varo, Leonora 
Carrington, Leonor Fini and Frida Kahlo “powerful female archetypes” 
(Choucha, 1991, p. 97) that asserted women as autonomous actors.

A more recent artistic reclamation of magic is Queer Heresies (2016–), art 
practice and master’s thesis of Chicago-based interdisciplinary artist 
and art historian Kevin Talmer Whiteneir Jr. (Whiteneir, 2021). Queer 
Heresies explores “empowerment through queerness, artistry and magic” 
(Whiteneir, 2019). The works vary from visual art and performance to 
an online magazine. Whiteneir’s performance Queer Heretics: Witches’ 
Sabbath (2017) embodies the archetype of the devil as a sexual, black figure 
(Whiteneir, 2019); as a black queer man, Whiteneir reclaims the devil 
archetype – often depicted as a man with dark skin and connected to 
sexual seduction (Whiteneir, 2019). Whiteneir believes in artists’ ability to 
encourage visibility, discourse and affinity for social problems (Whiteneir, 
2019). His work illustrates how narratives that currently construct our 
perspectives of the world can be expanded through art (Whiteneir, 2019).

To sum up, art has been used as a tool for repurposing historical and 
magical themes by different marginalised artists for the past century. 
Queer art can offer alternatives for negative mainstream representations 
and shift focus to centring queer experiences. More specifically, magical 
themes have been used as a source of empowerment by Surrealist women 
as well as queer artists today. My artistic production, described in Part II of 
this thesis, can thus be seen as a continuation of these practices.
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PART II
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6. Artistic production

This chapter describes the artistic production of this thesis, which is based 
on the queering of six early modern samples conducted in Chapter 4. The 
chapter begins with a subchapter describing the artistic process. Next, the 
second subchapter presents the finished outcomes: a series of six artworks 
which form an exhibition concept that will be executed in Gallery Kalleria 
in July 2021.

6.1 Process

The artistic process can be divided into three distinct yet connected 
stages: developing the exhibition concept, creating the individual works 
and documenting the final outcomes. First, the exhibition concept was 
developed based on the research of Chapters 4 and 5. Then, the six 
individual artworks were created. They all were outcomes of a similar 
process that started with brainstorming, continued with sketches or 
prototyping and resulted in the final execution of the artwork either 
digitally or as handcraft. Next, the artistic process is described in more 
detail.

6.1.1 Exhibition concept

The concept for the artistic production was developed by defining the 
scope and format of the production. These both were influenced by the 
theoretical part of this thesis. Therefore, the early ideas for the artistic 
component reflected the research I had conducted so far. After initial 
research on magical queers, I had created a timeline of a dozen written 
descriptions and tens of artworks from antiquity to present day. My initial 
idea was to use this timeline as the basis for the artistic production. From 
early on, my main goal for the artistic production was to make my research 
visible and relatable for contemporary queer spectators. Therefore, the first 
exhibition concepts were based on showcasing these previously unknown 
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historical stories and characters through a museum-like display.

However, as I read more stories and discovered more images, I noticed 
that the same themes were repeated: communality, same-sex affairs, 
overwhelming romantic desire, individual freedom and fluid form. Clear 
parallels between contemporary queer life and the themes mentioned 
above emerged and therefore I decided to focus on this link. Because 
this connection between representations of magic and contemporary 
understandings of queerness was most visible in early modern sources, I 
further limited my scope to this time period. I picked six samples where, 
according to my interpretation, the connection between queerness and 
magic was most evident. Additionally, the six samples represented different 
aspects of queerness that the early modern understandings associated with 
magic.

The final concept for the artistic production formed after several initial 
ideas and revision rounds. After the area of the research was defined, I 
began to explore alternatives to best embody the essence of the source 
material. In the early modern samples I analysed, I sensed intimacy, 
secrecy, love, euphoria and excitement. These personal and intimate 
qualities of the material I was working with influenced the direction of 
the artistic production. I wanted to design a format that would show the 
common focal points between early modern witches and queer life and 
concepts today, and this way bring the subject closer to contemporary 
queer spectators.

Another factor that influenced the artistic production at an early stage 
was the research conducted in Chapter 5 about queer art and curating. 
The exhibition concept became especially influenced by Amy Scholder’s 
view on the power of queer visual culture to take the spectator “into an 
imagined realm” (1995, p. 177) that centres queer experiences. Connecting 
this idea with the earlier point of bringing the subject closer to queer 
spectators, I developed the exhibition concept: it would be a space curated 
to look like a bedroom, and the six artworks would all be objects that 
could be found in one’s living space. In this imagined realm, ordinary 
objects worked as personal affirmations of magical queer identity and 
history; in this world, relatable and ubiquitous visual representation of 
magical queers had always existed.

Curating the exhibition to look like a bedroom and making the artworks 
as objects typically found in one’s home seemed fitting for many 



39

reasons. Firstly, time spent at home during covid-19 restrictions and 
social distancing had revealed the meaning carried by homely items: 
without friend groups, public spaces and events, home to me became a 
place through which I wanted to feel and express belonging. Secondly, 
this exhibition concept allowed me to start thinking about the artistic 
production from a more personal point of view: it raised questions about 
the kind of queer art I would like to hang on my wall and that would make 
me feel connected to witches who existed 500 years prior. With these 
questions in the background, I shifted my focus to the practical execution 
of the individual pieces.

From these two main ideas, the concept for the artistic production was 
formed: firstly, the six pieces of work would correspond to the six samples 
queered in Chapter 4 and illustrate parallels between early modern witches 
and contemporary queer life. Secondly, the artworks would be in the form 
of homely objects, exhibited in a space that would be curated to look like 
a bedroom (for the first draft of the exhibition space, see page 40).
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The first draft of the exhibition space
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6.1.2 Individual works

After the concept for the series of works was defined, I could concentrate 
on the individual artworks. All of the six pieces were outcomes of a similar 
process: with each of the works, the first phase was to analyse which 
aspects of the original samples I wanted to keep and which I wanted to 
change. Next, I brainstormed ideas until I arrived at a concept that best 
represented my interpretation of the source material. After the concept 
of the piece was defined, I created several sketches and more finalised 
versions. Finally, after the work had reached its final form, it was executed 
either digitally or as handcraft.

First, I focused on Maria de Ximildegui. As Chapter 4 concluded, Maria’s 
witch confession could be seen as a representation of queer communality. 
I thus decided to illustrate the part of the confession where Maria 
is dancing and having fun at the nightly gathering within a group of 
women. In my first sketches (page 42), you can clearly see the devil in the 
background; however, I decided that as the devil can be considered a male 
authority, his role should be minimised. Instead, I wanted the piece to 
emphasise the women who together form this community and enjoy their 
time together. I filled the image with dancing figures and made the devil 
figure so small it can be mistaken for a cat (page 42, bottom right).

Because I wanted at least one of the works to be a tapestry, I had signed 
up for a tapestry course before starting the artistic production. As ryijy, a 
traditional Finnish tapestry, is made of thousands of tiny knots knitted 
tightly in proximity to each other, it seemed an appropriate format for 
an artwork that signifies communality. I consulted the tapestry course 
teacher, textile artist Raija Rastas, about my sketch, and she confirmed that 
in order for me to execute the tapestry in the amount of detail outlined in 
the sketch, it would have to be very large in scale. After making the final 
sketch of the composition, I had to simplify it according to the grid of the 
tapestry canvas (page 43), and match the colours to the yarns available. 
The tapestry was the piece that took the longest to make: I started in 
September 2020 and finished in February 2021.

The next artwork was about the abbess Benedetta Carlini, whose story was 
interpreted to be an expression of queer sexual desire according to the 
queering in Chapter 4. I wanted the artwork to emphasise the longevity 
of Benedetta and her cell companion’s sexual relationship. Therefore, I 
decided to illustrate the events she had described as an image sequence 
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Sketch development for Maria (A, Queer communality)
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Simplified tapestry sketch for Maria (A, Queer communality)
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similar to a comic strip. When ideating what kind of a homely object 
Benedetta’s story could be repurposed into, I saw a duvet cover as a fitting 
option: it was a household item directly connected to nightly endeavours, 
and so personal it touches one’s skin. Additionally, I was inspired by Tom 
of Finland sheets; I had seen them in many queers’ bedrooms and was 
wondering how many would prefer to have similar sheets with lesbian 
motives.

Already in the early sketches, the image sequence was evenly spread 
across the duvet cover, resembling a page of a comic book (page 45). In 
the earlier versions, I had included clothes laying on the floor, and Jesus’ 
heart. The final version ended up being more simple: in the top left corner, 
the guardian angel enters through the window. The next twelve “panels” 
of the comic are of Benedetta and Bartolomea in bed together. In the right 
bottom corner, again, the guardian angel leaves through the window. After 
the composition was finalised, the illustration style had to be defined: I 
tested out gradients and tonal variations, as well as a more graphic style 
with solid blocks of colour (page 46). To highlight the comic-like aspect of 
this piece, I chose clean lines and only two colours. I experimented with 
different colour options, but to emphasise the mystical qualities present in 
the story, I chose purple (page 47). After the illustrations were finished, I 
got them printed as sheets at a textile press in Sweden.

Similar to Benedetta, the queering in Chapter 4 indicated that Hans 
Baldung’s artwork The Three Witches (1514) could also be interpreted to 
depict queer sexual desire. Again, the artistic process began by thinking 
how the original artwork can be repurposed: I analysed the elements in 
The Three Witches that I found empowering and wanted to keep, as well as 
the aspects that reflected negative connotations to witches and women’s 
sexuality and thus needed changing.

First, I wanted to change the composition: as the triangular composition 
of the original artwork could be interpreted to convey tension that is 
threatening to be released, it was important to replace the composition 
with a more harmonious one. Additionally, in the original artwork the 
witches’ limbs were on top of each other, causing a chaotic effect. To 
reverse that, I wanted my arrangement to be harmonious: I wanted the 
witches to sit solidly on the page, looking comfortable and relaxed.

What I wanted to remain from the original artwork was the varying 
ages of the witches: already in the first sketches (page 49), there was one 
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An early sketch for Benedetta (B, Same-sex desire)
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This page: different options for the final style and colour of Benedetta (B, Same-sex desire) 
Next page: the final file that was sent to print
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elderly woman, surrounded by two younger ones. I also wanted to keep 
the sexual tone, but make the nuance more sensual and softer. Regarding 
the technique, I wanted to pay homage to printmaking, as some of the 
earliest artworks of witches, including Baldung’s works, were etchings 
and woodcuts. To take a more contemporary approach on the technique, 
I decided to execute the artwork as a screen print. I designed the work to 
be printed with three colours which create a fourth darker tone when they 
overlap. It took three days at the printmaking studio to produce twelve 
prints (pages 50–51); the workshop master Pia, as well as Pia’s substitutes, 
were very helpful, and I was able to work with the biggest screen I have 
ever used. I tried two different colour options, of which I chose the one 
that further supported the serene impression of the image.

Sketching what to keep and what to change for Three Witches (F, Non-normative sexuality) 
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Sketch decelopment for Three Witches (F, Non-normative sexuality) 
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This page: mixing inks at the screen printing studio. Next page: prints after two layers.
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In the other one of Baldung’s artworks I repurposed, Witches Sabbath, 
witches were associated with leakage and fluidity. Even though the original 
source could be interpreted to depict witches’ fluidity as negative, I saw it 
as powerful. To me, contamination through leakage suggested that magic is 
so powerful that it escapes the witch’s body and has the power to possess 
others. This, in turn, could be linked to being dazed by someone’s scent. 
Additionally, the fumes visible in the original artwork could be interpreted 
as a reference to fluidity of queer identities.

This connotation of leakage and fumes taking over reminded me of 
essential oil diffusers and burners. I made the first rough sketches for an 
oil burner shaped like a woman (pages 52–53). The vapor would come 
out of her vagina, connecting the object with leakage that according to 
early modern understandings happened through witches’ bodily fluids. I 
moulded four different versions of the oil burner before I arrived at the 
final shape (pages 54–55). I worked on the pieces at the ceramic studio 
Septaria, where the ceramics were also bisque fired and glazed. I tried 
different glazes, and eventually picked a blueberry tone to emphasise the 
connection to blue water and therefore leakage.

This and next page: first sketches for the oil burner (E, Formlessness)
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This page: First prototypes for the oil burner (E, Formlessness). Next page: final form before firing.
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The next piece illustrated the life of Hungarian countess Elizabeth 
Bathory. As the queering in Chapter 4 demonstrated, the accusations 
against Elizabeth could be perceived as a way to denigrate and strip her of 
the freedom she had gained due to her economic and social independence. 
Because the claims of her sexual subversion were presumably fabricated, 
and thus had no link to her actual life events, it took me a while to 
conclude how the story of the “blood princess” reflected queerness. At 
first, I thought the word power is what she represents; but it was difficult for 
me to connect that with queerness, as queerness is often a position that 
opposites those in power. After doing some initial sketches of Elizabeth’s 
powerful figure with maids in the background in poses of assumed praise 
or horror (page 57), I realised it was not power that she represented, but 
freedom: Elizabeth’s economic and political position gave her freedom to 
take agency over her life, similar to how queerness can allow a person to 
question the traditional presupposed life span and embrace alternative 
ways of living (Halberstam, 2005, p. 6; Mazaris, 2010, p. 22).

After defining that the piece was about freedom, I started brainstorming 
what could best symbolise it. I realised that freedom to me is concentrated 
on a Sunday: if one can spend a Sunday however one wants, like take a 
bath and walk around naked, one is truly free. From there, an idea for an 
installation that reflected a lazy Sunday formed. It would include a ceramic 
hook, shaped like a glove with claws that Elizabeth was believed to use 
for punishing servants (Bartosiewicz, 2018, p. 106). From the hook would 
hang a red robe, referring to the blood baths Elizabeth was rumoured to 
take. Underneath would be placed a pair of slippers that would have the 
countess’s life events embroidered into.

I sketched different versions of each of the elements (pages 58–59) before 
arriving at the final designs. After the other elements were created, I 
ordered a matching robe from the handcraft-focused retail website Etsy. As 
an additional detail, the robe is a men’s cut, indicating Elizabeth’s alleged 
preference to wear men’s clothing. To have a surface for assembling the 
individual pieces together, I contacted Aalto Studios who were able to 
build me a small wall for this purpose.

The last work of the series was a reimagination of a woodcut from Ulrich 
Molitor’s On Witches and Female Soothsayers (1489) depicting shapeshifted 
witches in flight. The queering of Chapter 4 suggested that the in-between, 
fluid stage between a woman and a beast could be interpreted to refer 
to queerness. Even though all the other works were static, I saw this 
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First sketch for Elizabeth (C, Freedom).
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This and the next page: prototypes and sketches of the different installation elements for Elizabeth 
(C, Freedom)
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Punch-needle progress for Elizabeth (C, Freedom).
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in-between stage to be best highlighted through moving form. I decided 
to repurpose the shapeshifting into a looping animation, where the witch 
flies a broom and alternates between a human and animal form. In the 
exhibition space, the animation would be made into an installation and 
shown from an old tv screen.

I started by making first rough sketches for both the shift from human 
to animal as well as the witch spinning around the broom (pages 61–62; 
also refer to the video documentation attached as a separate file). For 
the spinning motion, I used pole dance videos as a reference, and for 
the animal parts, I watched videos of cats to see how their head looks 
from different angles. Before starting to work on the final animation, I 
developed character designs for both of the witch’s forms (page 64). I 
began working on the final animation with rougher sketches (refer to the 
video documentation attached as a separate file) and moved into more 
refined ones. Finally, I coloured all the 94 frames individually and added 
twinkling stars in the background.

This and the next page: rough sketches for the animation (D, Shapeshifting)
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Character design sketches for the 
animation (D, Shapeshifting)
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6.1.3 The photoshoot

At the planning stage of the artistic production, the covid-19 situation was 
very unpredictable. In the autumn of 2020 it was not possible to predict 
whether exhibitions could be held in the coming spring, so I decided 
that instead of organising the exhibition as a part of this thesis, I would 
create a plan for it to be held at a later date. This meant that since the final 
exhibition was not part of this thesis, it would be necessary to document 
the works in photographs.

The photoshoot was organised at the photography studio in Väre in April 
2021. As mentioned in the previous subchapter, in order to document one 
installation piece and other hanging works, I had gotten a small wall made 
for the shoot at Aalto Studios. I painted the wall one week prior (page 65), 
and transported it to Väre using a trolley and the help of a friend one day 
before the photoshoot (page 66).

I had asked Aalto University’s photographer Anne Kinnunen to take 
pictures of my work; thanks to the professional photographer, the 
photoshoot itself was finished in five hours (pages 67–68). Anne also edited 
the pictures for me; I only had to do minor changes such as correcting 
colours. The only work that could not be photographed, the animation, 
was demonstrated through a photo mock-up of how the work would be 
shown in the exhibition, along with the animation video attached as a 
separate file.
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Painting the wall for the photoshoot at Aalto Studios in Otaniemi.
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Transporting the wall from Aalto Studios to Väre.
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Steaming the textile pieces before the photoshoot.
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At the photoshoot.
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6.2 Production

This subchapter presents the exhibition concept and the six final artworks 
that form the artistic production of this thesis. It includes an illustration 
of the exhibition plan and descriptive texts of the six artworks followed 
by photographs. The exhibition will be curated to resemble a bedroom, 
and the artworks take the form of everyday objects: a tapestry illustrates 
a dance scene in the witch confession of Maria Ximildegui; a duvet cover 
set depicts abbess Benedetta Carlini’s mystical and sexual endeavours; an 
installation consisting of a ceramic hook, robe and slippers represents 
the free lifestyle of the hungarian countess Elizabeth Bathory; a looping 
animation of a witch shapeshifting from human to animal portrays the 
fluid form of witches; a ceramic essential oil burner depicts the pervasive 
effusion of queer desire; and finally, a screen printed poster illustrates the 
non-normative sexuality of witches. Next, each artwork is introduced in 
more detail.
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A

B

C

D

E

F

A Queer communality, tapestry

B Same-sex desire, printed duvet cover

C Freedom, installation with ceramic and textile

D Shapeshifting, animation installation playing on TV

E Formlessness, ceramic essential oil burner

F Non-normative sexuality, screen print

6.2.1 Exhibition plan
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6.2.2 Queer communality, tapestry (A) 

81 x 120 cm hand-woven tapestry made of wool yarn

The tapestry depicts the nightly gatherings of Maria of Ximildegui’s witch 
confession. The dance scene represents the communality that is present 
in Maria’s confession. In the original description, as well as many other 
representations of witches, the devil takes the main stage as the male 
authority who lures women into acts of magical and sexual nature; in this 
artwork, the devil is merely present, his profile against visible against the 
window – or is it a cat?
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Queer communality, tapestry (A)
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6.2.3 Same-sex desire, printed duvet cover (B)

150 x 210 cm + 50 x 60 cm, a set of digitally printed cotton duvet covers and a pillowcase

The duvet covers illustrate abbess Benedetta Carlini and her cell 
companion Bartolomea’s “immodest acts” as a large-scale comic strip. 
In the first image on the top left corner, the guardian angel Splenditello 
enters the scene through the window. The next twelve panels of this large-
scale comic depict Benedetta and Bartolomea in bed together. In the last 
image, on the right bottom corner, the guardian angel leaves through the 
window.
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This page: Same-sex desire, printed duvet cover (B)

Next page: details
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6.2.4 Freedom, installation with ceramic and textile (C)

Installation of a handmade ceramic hook attached to a wooden wall, holding a robe, and 
a pair of handsewn slippers with punch-needle illustrations.

The Hungarian countess Elizabet Bathory’s autonomous lifestyle is 
represented as an installation. The installation is formed of three objects. 
One of the items is a handmade ceramic hook, shaped like a glove with 
claws that the countess was rumoured to use for torture (Bartosiewisz, 
2018, p. 106). From the hook hangs a red robe, and underneath it is a pair 
of handmade slippers. Each slipper includes a punch-needle image of the 
countess pouring blood onto herself, as she was believed to bathe in virgin 
blood. These three objects are linked to both the liberty to take agency 
over one’s life as well as myths about Elizabeth: connected to bathing and 
staying indoors, they express the freedom to be lazy on a Sunday. 



Freedom, installation with ceramic and textile (C)
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This and the next page: details from Freedom, installation with ceramic and textile (C)
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6.2.5 Shapeshifting, animation installation playing on TV 
(D)

Digital animation, 30 seconds

The animation is a response to a woodcut depicting witches in flight in 
Molitor’s On Witches and Female Soothsayers (1489). The animation shows a 
witch riding a broom, shapeshifting into a feline beast while spinning 
around the broom. In the animation, the witch’s ever-changing form 
is a reference to fluid queer identities that reject clear definitions and 
binaries. The spinning motion is inspired by pole dance, emphasising the 
sexuality of the witch. The animation consists of 94 individual frames 
and one motion lasts 7 seconds. In the exhibition, it will be shown as an 
installation flickering on a TV screen.



Shapeshifting, animation installation playing on TV (D). See also the digital documentation or click 
this link to access the final animation: https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fLYgV5nNoWQ 34KfnsUD1of-
CybpmZYIw/view?usp=sharing

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fLYgV5nNoWQ34KfnsUD1of-CybpmZYIw/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1fLYgV5nNoWQ34KfnsUD1of-CybpmZYIw/view?usp=sharing
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6.2.6 Formlessness, ceramic essential oil burner (E)

A handmade ceramic oil burner, 15 x 18 x 12 cm

The handmade ceramic oil burner is based on Hans Baldung’s artwork 
Witches Preparing for the Sabbath Flight (1510). The oil burner is shaped like a 
woman whose body is bent into the bridge position. The stomach works 
as a lid: it can be opened, and water can be placed inside. If a tealight is 
lit underneath the figure, the vagina will work as a spout emanating water 
vapour.

The artwork represents the witch’s leaking form: even though early 
modern sources depict contamination through a witch’s leaky body as 
negative, the oil burner turns this into an asset. Through the oil burner, 
magic becomes something so powerful that it leaks out of the queer/
female body and takes over others. The smells of the essential oils that 
this body diffuses can thus be seen as a reference to becoming dazed by 
someone’s smell.



This and the next page: Formlessness, ceramic essential oil burner (E)
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6.2.7 Non-normative sexuality, screen print (F)

47 x 51 cm three-colour screen print

The artwork is a reimagination of Three Witches (1514) by Hans Baldung. It 
is a screen print that uses three colours. Similar to the original artwork, 
in this composition three witches of varying ages are gathered naked, 
implying that this meeting is of sexual nature. In contrast to the original 
artwork, however, the screen print attempts to convey a more harmonious, 
tender feeling: by using bright colours and a humorous tone, the work 
suggests that these three women form a peaceful trio.



Non-normative sexuality, screen print (F)
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7. Analysis and discussion

This chapter evaluates the artistic process and its relation to the theoretical 
section, as well as presents the contributions of this thesis to the field 
of visual communication design. As explained previously, the artistic 
production of this thesis repurposed six early modern representations into 
contemporary illustrations based on the queering conducted in Chapter 4. 
The description of the artistic process in Chapter 6.1.1 clarified that instead 
of subsequently illustrating the research outcomes, the artistic component 
was developed alongside the theoretical part. Therefore, both of these 
two parts influenced each other. Next, the contributions of this working 
process to both this thesis as well as the visual field at large are analysed 
and discussed in more detail: first, this chapter assesses how the objectives 
for the artistic production were achieved; then, the artistic process is 
situated in the framework of the marginalised artistic practices explored in 
Chapter 5. Next, the challenges faced during the production of the artistic 
component are addressed briefly, and finally, the insights this thesis offers 
to the visual field are discussed in more detail.

The artistic production had two main goals. Firstly, to visualise 
the parallels between contemporary queer life and early modern 
representations of magic explored in Chapter 4. Secondly, to make this 
research accessible to contemporary queer spectators. To allow for this, 
the artworks took the form of tactile, everyday objects, designed for an 
exhibition space that resembles a bedroom. By translating the historical 
representations into objects typically placed in homes, they became 
expressions of the most personal and intimate qualities of the samples 
they illustrated. This can, quite literally, be seen as an act that brings 
the research close to the present-day queer spectators. This exhibition 
concept is also in line with Amy Scholder’s view on the power of queer 
visual culture to take the spectator “into an imagined realm” (1995, p. 177) 
that centres queer experiences. Entering a physical space where queer 
viewpoints take centre stage allows the queer spectator to be absorbed 
into a fantasy world: in this alternative reality, they are presented as the 
storyteller, not the “other”.

In addition to building a space that centres queer perspectives, the artistic 
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process had other common focal points with marginalised art practices 
as explored in Chapter 5. To begin with, creating these objects which the 
spectator could touch, wear or place in their home not only brought the 
research closer to an imagined queer audience; it also brought the subject 
closer to the artist, that is, myself. In this sense, the artistic practice of this 
thesis can be seen as a continuation of that of previous artists who have 
connected with magical themes both personally and artistically. Moreover, 
employing art as a means to elevate and share history can be viewed as an 
extension of the feminist and queer art practices discussed in Chapter 5.

The challenges encountered in the production of this thesis were largely 
related to the circumstances caused by covid-19. Due to the global 
pandemic, it was not possible to execute the exhibition as planned. 
Because the concept was based on tactile objects in a physical space, the 
option to arrange the exhibition online could not be applied. Therefore, 
I created a finished exhibition concept that could be executed at a safer 
time and presented the works in this thesis as photographs. Because of 
this change in plans, it was not possible to observe the queer audience’s 
reaction to the artworks; this awaited response from queer spectators will 
be received in July 2021 when they will, if circumstances allow, be able to 
engage with the physical exhibition space in Gallery Kalleria.

Another challenge encountered at an early stage of this thesis was the 
lack of similarly constructed theses that could be utilised as a reference. 
The majority of theses from this programme in Aalto University are 
production-lead (Seliger & Hahn, 2015, p. 80), and, according to Seliger 
and Hahn (2015, p. 113), Arts students generally face difficulties combining 
the artistic and theoretical parts of their work. Although finding previous 
examples of theses where the artistic component is influenced by 
theoretical framework proved challenging, this thesis shows that it can 
indeed be done.

In the novel working process utilised by thesis, theory and practice were 
interrelated in multiple ways. Firstly, the artistic working methods, such 
as visual thinking and ideating, influenced the theoretical part: they 
helped to define the scope at an early stage of the thesis and contributed 
to interpreting the early modern samples conducted in Chapter 4. 
Reversely, the theoretical part largely directed the artistic component, 
as an academic framework – queering – was utilised as the basis for the 
artistic production. This way of working was influenced by the concept 
of queering as a starting point for alternative forms of thinking (Sullivan, 
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2003, p. 51). First, the queering conducted in Chapter 4 demonstrated how 
the six early modern samples have parallels to contemporary queer life. 
Then, this connection was visualised in a novel, contemporary artistic 
production.

One of the most significant contributions of my thesis to the field 
of visual communication design, thus, is this borrowing of a critical 
theory and applying it to the artistic process. The way this thesis merges 
theory and practice can be seen as a novel working method that can be 
utilised to address complex issues from both an artistic and an academic 
viewpoint. Therefore, this thesis serves as an example of applying the 
process of queering to the artistic process in order to challenge dominant 
representations and highlight alternative viewpoints. This method of 
working can be employed in artistic projects that address, for instance, 
other issues related to the politics of representation. 
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8. Conclusion

My interest in studying the intersections of magic and queerness was 
sparked by contemporary representations of queer witches as destructive 
forces of nature in mainstream media. As visual culture contributes to 
our understanding of the world (Sturken & Cartwright, 2009, p. 22–23), 
my concern was that negative representations of magical queers subtly 
connect queerness with “deviance” or something “unnatural”. Therefore, 
the first aim of this study was to examine where the contemporary 
depictions of queer witches originated from: whether they could be seen 
as a continuation of historical representations that connected magic 
to queerness. The second aim was to explore this subject through my 
own artistic practice: the artistic component aspired to offer alternative 
viewpoints that cherished the connection between queerness and magic, 
which many queer individuals had already adopted into their everyday life 
(Donovan, 2015; Kohr, 2020;).

Initial exploration into the subject revealed that the historical connection 
between queerness and magic was most evident in early modern Europe. 
The connection was especially visible in the threatening witch figure, 
who in the early modern period developed into an embodiment of non-
normative sexuality and magic. After narrowing the scope of the study 
to representations from the early modern era, the two aims of this thesis 
became more precise. Firstly, to investigate what kind of parallels between 
magic and queerness could be identified by analysing early modern 
representations of witches. Secondly, to visualise this connection through 
the artistic component of this thesis.

Part I of this thesis focused on theoretical research. Chapter 3 first 
introduced background to magic discourse. It concluded that magic had 
since antiquity described qualities and activities inherently “other” to the 
dominant Western culture, and expanding on this definition, early modern 
understandings connected magic to non-normative sexuality. Next, 
Chapter 4 conducted a queer reading, or queering, to six written and visual 
early modern representations of magical subjects. The queering aimed to 
analyse the six samples and expose their “constructedness” (Sullivan, 2003, 
p. 51) – that is, the ideologies that contributed to their creation. The three 
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written sources were renderings of Central and Southern European witch 
accusations and confessions from the 16th and early 17th centuries, and the 
three visual representations were artworks from the late 15th and early 16th 
centuries in Central Europe.

The analysis showed that both written and visual early modern sources 
had multiple references to what is considered queer today. The samples 
clearly exemplified how magic was connected to non-normative sexuality 
through confessions of same-sex affairs, subtle innuendo and artworks 
with lesbian overtones. Additionally, the samples depicted non-normative 
gender expression and gender roles: witches were described dressing 
in men’s clothing and taking on roles and activities typically attached 
to men. Furthermore, the sources portrayed witches participating in 
private gatherings, which can be interpreted as representations of queer 
communality. Surprisingly, the analysis indicated that fluidity, which is 
central to many contemporary queer identities and definitions (Callis, 2014, 
p. 69), was closely connected to early modern ideas about witches through 
their shapeshifting and leaking form. In addition to examining how early 
modern sources referenced queerness, the analysis also illuminated the 
ideologies that presumably contributed to these depictions. In line with 
previous studies (Hults, 2005), this thesis suggests that by constructing 
the concept of the witch in opposition to early modern norms, these 
representations presumably intended to denigrate their magical subjects. 

Based on this analysis, the artistic component of this thesis reimagined 
the six early modern samples into contemporary illustrations. The artistic 
production was documented and discussed in Part II of this thesis, and 
it had two main goals: to visualise the parallels between contemporary 
queer life and early modern representations of magic and to make this 
research accessible to contemporary queer spectators. The final outcome 
of the artistic production, documented in Chapter 6, was a series of six 
works that formed an exhibition concept. The six artworks, all in the form 
of everyday objects, were designed for an exhibition space curated to 
resemble a bedroom. This concept was informed by the aim to bring the 
historical representations closer to the queer spectators’ daily life and to 
create a space that centres queer perspectives. This thesis can thus be seen 
as an extension of queer and feminist art practices, explored in Chapter 5, 
which have previously uplifted minority histories and reclaimed originally 
othering imagery.

The working method utilised throughout this study, that is, developing the 
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thesis as a synthesis of theory and practice, can be seen as unconventional 
for visual communication design. One of the most significant contributions 
of my thesis to the field of visual communication design, thus, is that it 
serves as an example of a working process that merges theory and practice. 
More specifically, this thesis applies the critical analysis process, queering, 
to the artistic process in order to challenge dominant representations and 
highlight alternative viewpoints. This method of working can be employed 
in other artistic projects that address, for instance, issues related to the 
politics of representation: borrowing a critical theory and applying it to 
the artistic process can be utilised to address complex issues from both an 
artistic and an academic viewpoint.

Over the course of this thesis, additional themes were highlighted 
as intriguing subjects for further studies. Mostly they were areas that 
my scope left out after the initial exploration into the subject. At the 
beginning stages of this thesis, I wanted to research the historical 
intersections of magic and queerness in Europe from antiquity to present 
day, but that proved impossible for several reasons. To begin with, the 
definition of magic changes throughout history. In order to study Western 
history more comprehensively, I would have had to do extensive research 
on how magic was defined during each time period, which would not have 
been possible within the limitations of one master’s thesis. Secondly, I 
was faced with the challenge of deciding whether to focus on historical 
figures, fictional representations, myths and urban legends or visual 
representations, as my initial research provided a comprehensive amount 
of material for each of these categories. There were several areas in the 
initial research material that could be explored in a future study.

Furthermore, during the writing and artistic process I had dozens of 
discussions with my queer friends and acquaintances who held a personal 
relationship with magic. Many interesting remarks emerged, and the 
relationship between magic and queerness today would therefore seem 
a fruitful ground for further exploration. An initial study has already 
been initiated for spring 2021, where I will investigate the connection 
contemporary queers have with magic in an illustrated essay that uses 
conversations with queers as background material.

To conclude, the present thesis provides detailed and original insights 
into the witch as a queer figure through a combination of theoretical 
and artistic approaches. The most significant contribution of this thesis 
is not only the knowledge related to the intersections of queerness and 
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magic, but also the novel working process where an academic framework, 
queering, was implemented to the artistic practice. This method of 
utilising queering in artistic processes can be expanded to other projects 
and theses that aim to address and challenge dominant representations of 
minorities. 
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