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Figure 65: Sithean Camaslaidh fairy hill and IBG, (FORTINGALL). Like the nearby Sithean A 

Bhaile-Mheadhonaich it is a natural knoll situated near water with small stones marking 

grave sites. Here, infant (non-)personhood folds into land.  

 

Figure 66: A fairy hill, and site of the Minister’s Tree: Doon Hill, Aberfoyle. Like the 

Sìthean hills and St Fillian’s Well (FORTINGALL), and the Eildon Hills (DUNS) associated 

with the ballad relating Thomas the Rhymer’s sojourn into fairy land, this is a natural, 

conical hill which very much stands out in the landscape. Kirk (2001 [1690-91], 85) claimed 

such hills received the souls of the departed and “so become as a fayrie-hill”. He too is 

part of the landscape, entombed within the Minister’s Tree, a fairy stock buried in the 

nearby graveyard in his place.  
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Jonet Miller, Kirkcudbright (BUITTLE) 

Strangled and burnt, 1658 

Jonet Miller (Chapter 5.8) used foxglove and south running water to treat a fairy-

inflicted illness. She recommended the same plant to another client, who was to 

return her mother to the place where she got ill, wash her and use the leaves 

there, in order to leave the illness behind at the place where her mother first got 

it. Miller was also accused of shooting a victim with elfshot, with the help of a 

fairy-dead companion (Hall 2005, 30).  

 

Steven Malcome, Gargunnock 

Unknown, 4/1628 

Another career charmer who claimed his skills were learned from the fairies, 

Malcome used south running water and charmed shirts. He sent a father with his 

changeling child out to affect a cure at 11 or 12 o’clock. He made a curative drink 

using water charmed using a stone (Miller 2002, 99), and also identified the place 

of origin of a woman’s sickness and sent her there ‘to find her health’ in God’s 

name.  

This idea of a landscape in which one can accidentally ‘leave’ one’s health makes 

good ontological sense: one can ‘leave’ one’s sickness at rag wells. That it is 

possible to go back for one’s health, and that sickness remains until the rag rots 

away, confirm that land and body are in some manner parallel materials. An aspect 

of a person can be taken into land and continue to exist there as it would within 

the body. There is also a further ontological overlap between cloth and land, for 

just as the sackcloth entwines multiple persons into a polluted and sinful fabric, 

the infant burial ground draws together multiple human non-persons into a new 

category of pollutant – a potent combination of place and (multiple) anonymous 

unbaptised remains from which grave merels emerge.  

Whitt and Slack (1994, 22) propose that communities are “conjoined to and 

interpenetrated by particular environments which they transform and partially 

construct and which in turn transform and partially construct them” and that 

“environments so conceived are the embodiment or material extensions of 
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communities”. Perhaps then, it is not unexpected that unusual spots such as small 

oddly placed knolls and abandoned ruins around the country were found to cross-

cut fairy worlds. Kira O’Reilly’s bloody performance pushed her being into place, 

allowing her to occupy more space than her human body (Disruption 2). Just as it 

pooled to the imperfections of the stone floor and claimed them, those 

interactions with place which lay outside of the everyday (whether through 

sickness, witchcraft or deviant death) perhaps pooled away from everyday spaces, 

into those which did not conform to the contours of everyday activities. Henderson 

and Cowan (2001, 42) argue that “placenames and landscapes can […] be seen to 

incorporate and reflect the beliefs and ideas of people”. However, there is greater 

ontological alterity at stake than a ‘reflection’ of beliefs and ideas. In their 

interactions with the world, early modern people were not merely inscribing their 

ideas upon the landscape, but were experiencing a unique embodiment co-created 

by transgressive collaborations between person and place, from which neither 

emerge as clear-cut or inviolable.  

  

6.8  Discussion 

It is difficult within a modern ontology to take seriously the fact that the infant 

dead were aurally, visually and physically attestable (Pentikäinen 1968; 1990; 

O’Connor 1991), and that they could cross between human and fairy realms. 

However, the intimate association with fairies, fairy lands and infant bodies is well 

documented (Pentikäinen 1968; 1990; Shahar 1990, 47; O’Connor 1991; Finlay 

2000; Henderson and Cowan 2001, 39). Equally so, it is hard to imagine a fluid 

boundary between stone and body, or the possibility of ontologically real 

relationships between adults and fairy lovers. Their strangeness has left them 

relegated to the ‘folk notes’ of scholarship, allowing underlying impacts upon 

things, bodies, places and personhoods to remain un-theorised. Upon scrutiny, 

persons, fairies, water, stone and place, emerge as existent in states of 

intersection, experienced by early modern Scots not as strange collisions and 

juxtapositions but as ontologically seamless fusions of co-creative agencies. Rather 

than distinct boundaries between members of the heterogeneous assemblage, 
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things are in process, cyclical and iterative, transgressing and reinforcing one 

another’s margins. 

When rags remotely extend bodies, infants pollute place, and beings moving in and 

out of hills, bodies and places become difficult to spatially confine. Whilst place is 

“‘drawn’ together by practices and narratives” (Jones and Cloke 2002, 216), these 

narratives do not accumulate straightforwardly, as bodies/rag-body-parts add 

layers, flexing not only the margins of the site in space (Doel 2000, 125), but also 

the margins between body and place. The IBG’s overall shape is always unknown, 

mutable and dangerous through grave merels. Like the unbaptised infant, whose 

body is permeable to fairy influence and witchcraft, the IBG is ill-defined and 

troublesome, allowing beings and actions to cross the threshold from one realm to 

another. Like the rag which can be removed from a person and left behind at a 

well yet remain part of them, a storied stone, perhaps even arguably a living stone 

(Reynolds 2009), moves the margins of place with it. It extends the power of place 

(for example, ebb, kirk, hill or even purgatory), into new contexts, bending spaces 

and people into one another in unexpected ways.  

Water, as expressed through the trials, wells and infant burial grounds, also has 

powerful connections to place, its efficacy often co-created with the narrative of a 

specific site; water both deriving its properties from that association and lending 

them to the ontologically specific capacities of place. Again, bodies are changed 

through these interactions. This can occur directly by incorporation into a 

relationship with place; the sick becoming cured, or returning sickness to where it 

came from; the unbaptised perhaps becoming baptised. It may also be indirect, 

through the use of water brought from home to be dipped, or dipped water 

collected and brought home.  

Archaeologies of agency and personhood tend to emphasise the human, and 

especially the living (Crossland 2010). Even in burial, the actions of the living are 

generally more evident than the agency of the dead. Gilchrist’s (2008) ground-

breaking research concluded that the charms incorporated into medieval burials 

represented magic undertaken by women on behalf of the dead. Ultimately, this is 

to work on the assumption that the dead have no real agency: once the mind is 

dead, the body is empty (Crossland 2010, 402). Crossland (2010, 402) argues that 
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“A theory of embodied experience that moves beyond Cartesian understanding of 

rationality must necessarily acknowledge the materiality and potentiality of the 

dead body”, advocating that such an archaeology would “explore the ways in which 

the dead body can disrupt and intrude upon human social life” (Crossland 2010, 

403). Such an exploration requires cross-reference with the potential materialities 

of myriad others that can disrupt and intrude, for the social life of the ambiguous 

dead being/body is complex and engages with heterogeneous others. In early 

modern Scotland, this expresses itself variously, for example, in similarities 

between the infant corpse and the rag in their capacity to contaminate, and the 

parallel healing uses of corpse (body) water and dipping (stone) water.  

Approaching unbaptised infants from a vantage point where they are not empty 

vessels, but differently persons, ‘enminded’ and material (Ingold 2000, 170-171) 

raises very important questions. For example: 

• If birth and death are protracted (non-exclusive) processes, is the decay of 

the rag a portion of a human death? Or a portion of human birth (into new 

health)? Or even, like the unnamed newborn, simultaneously both until the 

point where one process overtakes the other? 

• If cloth and being and wood can compose kinds of bodies; for example, the 

rowan-thread-body charm or the invalid-rag-tree assemblage (Chapter 5), 

within which their might be communal embodiments, do unbaptised infant 

remains and burial site likewise become a composite body or being? Or is this 

composite ontologically a closer parallel to the rag which is removed from 

the person?  

• Is personhood a meaningful line of enquiry in understanding the charms and 

rags with which unbaptised infants shared many ontologically significant 

material properties, or do their similarities only serve to underscore the 

infant’s lack of personhood? 

Throughout this chapter, the ever-recurring theme is one of ontological alterity 

and flexibility in the demarcation of boundaries. In every case, whether it is the 

boundary between seasons, between above ground and below, between land and 
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water, between human and stone, or between life and death, fairies emerge from 

the interstices. In doing so, they situate the human body within those margins, for 

the materiality of the fairy is the potential of the person. The high degree of 

penetrability between human and fairy beings surfaces repeatedly at key points in 

the day, season, and life course, suggesting that the human body existed in tension 

between circular time (day, season) and linear time (life events), its boundaries 

fluctuating most where the two came into contact. To be a person situated within 

a human form was not a given and immutable thing, visible from every angle. 

Rather, maintaining this form required constant vigilance. Even then, from a 

certain perspective, one might appear to be a fairy stock, a witch or, as Chapter 7 

goes on to explore, an animal.
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Story 3 

 

CAT  

I stretched. Licked lazy paws. And waited. 

Before long, something of interest came by.  

A Bird. Big-Fat. Prrretty-Wings. A Worrrthy Adversary. 

I followed Bird, into the last ray of the sun, 

Round corners of houses, and up onto roofs. 

Bird fluttered, ignorant, 

And I made subtle moves.  

Something caught Bird’s eye: one last prize before home.  

Something for nesting, or another borrring Bird-Thing.  

Something she wanted. Hah!  

Following her desire, Bird flitted into byre. 

Trapped, my Big-Fat. Trapped Prrretty-Wings.  

Then I prowled low, quiet and slow. 

And Quick-Legs-Whole-Body-Pounced. 

Bird was mine. And I played with her, 

As I like to do. Oh yes, Prrretty Wings. Oh, yes! 

It grew dark as she drew a last breath. 

Dinner. And a fine death. 

 

Until that lady came back, that Hissssing lady. 

She hissssed and shouted me away! 

“You’re not my cat! Get out” 

Whatever that means…I Am My Cat. 

NIAOOOOO! 

I left precious Bird in her byre! 

Chased into the shadows,  
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I pierce lady with my best look of contempt. 

Goodbye Broken Bird. You were a very good bird. 

 

ELSPET 

Elspet stood numb. No, broken. Light stabbed at her, sharp and unfamiliar after 

days locked in the dark. Days spent waiting for execution, but now she waited no 

more. She was to be strangled and burned. Once familiar faces looked on – faces 

she had known and had known her – faces whose mouths shaped out a sea of cries 

“Witch! Witch!” but her ringing ears refused to form them into sounds. A scream 

shrieked out. Not human, but a fierce and beautiful black cat. That murderous cat, 

never happy but with bloody feathers sticking to his face, and now Elspet’s own 

blood would stain those poisonous claws for his wicked nature had finally eclipsed 

her goodness to others completely.  

Witchcraft. Witchcraft. All because her beloved Bluebell always gave good milk, 

and she milk for her own precious child, and Catherine didn’t. Catherine - who 

called her cow “worthless beast”; Catherine, who had no time for her bairn for she 

had many, clearly hated them, and already another to come. Catherine, whose 

husband was nothing but a drunk and a boor. Catherine. Brankit bitch! Catherine. 

She spat the name out, cursed with the blood in her mouth. Always shouting-

hissing-scratching at beast, boor and bairns as she battled her own dark version of 

the world. That’s not my fault. Not even that shit of a cat’s fault.  

Tears flowed freely. Of course, there was no defence. She had before, on occasion, 

healed local cattle, and that was enough. Add that devil’s cat, going where he 

didn’t belong and leaving blasted little corpses and there was no defence. Johnne 

testifying against her? That was just the last, heart-breaking straw.  
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Disruption 3: Skin 

 

 

Figure 67: Inthewrongplaceness, by Kira O’Reilly © Manuel Vason, 2005. Commissioned by 

HOME for the One to One Salon series.  

 

This image is provocative, difficult to look at and yet difficult to look away. Many 

people find it disgusting or disturbing. In juxtaposing naked pig and human forms, 

it challenges the fragile cultural constructions we cling to as ‘truth’ in order to 

separate humanity from animality. At first glance the image appears sexualised; 

however, upon closer inspection should one dare, the bodies are intertwined in an 

intimacy that suggests co-mingling into one being. A shapeshifter. It is unclear 

whether this body begins as pig and ends as human or vice-versa, or whether the 

distinction even matters. Anthropocentrism tells us the pig is smiling, while their 

shared flesh-tone further incorporates them into a single, indivisible entity.  
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Figure 68: Bull by Day, Man by Night, by Sarah Bliss © Sarah Bliss, 2013. Archival pigment 

print. 16" x 24". 

 

Part of a series, this image shows a man interacting with the skin of another 

animal and then projected upon sculptured rawhide (made by Rosalyn Driscoll). In 

this layering of living and dead fleshes, the artist seeks to “deconstruct bodily 

boundaries, forefronting the seamlessness between material realities and the 

continual flux of form and matter” (Bliss 2013). It is, she explains, a work of 

“shape-shifting” (Bliss 2013).  

Outofplaceness is an image I have returned to many times. It challenges us to 

question how our own assumptions about any animal/human divide may predispose 

us to fail to engage with ontological alterity in the past. In doing so, it inspired 

me to ask new questions about the interspecies capacity for shapeshifting which 
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emerges from witch trial records and how it reveals ontological alterity in early 

modern Scotland. It specifically calls into question female bodies, their natural 

capacity for change perhaps making them more prone to complete expressions of 

shapeshifting. O’Reilly's irreverence for the apparent divides between human and 

animal(s), living body and corpse, encouraged me to look in new ways at accounts 

where ‘animal’ problematises the bodies and beings of ‘ordinary person’ and 

'witch'. To ask, for example; does a human body have to be entirely ‘human’? Does 

an animal body have to be entirely ‘non-human’? What were the similarities which 

drew together witch bodies and those of animal others into shapeshifter-

complexes? For example, witches and cats frequently mingle, but they do not 

share a skin tone, size, or necessarily comparable facial expressions, so what do 

they share?  

Where O’Reilly’s pig-woman hybrid is bold, aggressively breaking down the 

boundary between species, Bliss’s bull-man leaves a very different impression. The 

underlying bodies are not immediately apparent; almost impossible to pick apart, 

they are, nevertheless, not fused into one being. They exist in the same space, 

moulding to each other, such that neither man nor cow is discernible. Yet one 

does not become the other. This shapeshift is subtle – not a dramatic or violent 

shift, but a process of co-being and interdependency in which one creates the 

other. It led me to new questions: how might subtler and enduring porosity in 

human-animal being boundaries manifest themselves? How might they be 

negotiated, penetrated or preserved? How does this different level of relationship 

become evident in the witch trials, and what does any difference reveal about 

early modern embodiment, personhood or ontology?  
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Chapter 7: Cat-Woman-Cow: Where 

Species Meet 

 

Continuing in the manner of the previous chapters, this chapter also weaves 

together material evidence and ontologically strange data from the witch trials. 

This time the aim is to explore how practice reveals the complex overlaps between 

ordinary bodies, witches and animals. The investigation continues the focus on 

personhood, this time following one of the most tangible and ill-explained 

examples of animal use in early modern contexts – the intramural cat. 

Consideration is presented, regarding whether or not a cat in a wall is a ‘thing’, an 

‘animal’, a ‘person’, all three, or something else entirely.  

An archaeologically known but historically undocumented practice, these cats are 

further examples of a recurring theme throughout the thesis; victims, not of a lack 

of sources, but of a failure to know how to deal with them. Pearson and 

Weismantel (2010, 18) attribute this to an ontological ‘defect’: animals are too 

often missing as they do not meet the “prerequisite for being a subject in and of 

history”. Sykes (2014) laments the same issue in zooarchaeology, where living 

animals remain strangely unrendered in the past. The continued marginalisation of 

animals through interpretative choice prioritises the representational over the 

material: a current and defining debate in animal studies (Brantz 2010a; 2010b, 5). 

Even where scholars handle this well and recognise the existence of relational 

categories, they often fall down at the simplest of hurdles, falling back on “the 

difference between humans and animals” (e.g. Brantz 2010b, 5) as a presumed 

given, as opposed to differences, or indeed, the distinct possibility of a lack 

thereof. For this reason, despite discussing cat remains, this chapter does not 



Chapter 7: Cat-Woman-Cow: Where Species Meet 

241 

present zooarchaeological data analysis, instead working to repopulate the early 

modern period with living others. This requires the expansion of the theory and 

practice of following the ‘things’ to accommodate living beings. Following Walker 

(2008) this is done through the observation of patterns of practice from a non-

anthropocentric perspective. Animal beings are explored as central to world 

making, through their material forms, unique behaviours and intra-/inter-species 

relationships. Again, as at infant burial grounds, the ontological nature of the living 

being is also reflected in their post-mortem treatment.  

 

The chapter develops in part by drawing upon video sources to presence live 

animals. It should be noted that these are not the author’s own works, but are 

selected from YouTube as they demonstrate behaviours personally encountered and 

familiar to the author, as discussed in text. All videos were, therefore, very 

carefully chosen for their visual content; however, as third party productions, all 

voice-overs, subtitles and music choices are beyond the author’s control and are 

disclaimed unless otherwise specifically stated. Videos may be watched on mute to 

avoid this irrelevant content. Still images of the content are hyperlinked in text. A 

CD is also provided with a hyperlinked PDF to accompany the print version. 

The witch trial accounts represent a rich resource on animals in the early modern 

period, naming many species. However, in the interests of depth of discussion, the 

chapter focuses primarily on the two most commonly encountered: cats and cows. 

By incorporating healing and harming, charming and other ‘human’ practices, this 

chapter seeks to question the current balance of agency in favour of humans, 

exploring the roles of other kinds of being in interspecies co-habitation and in the 

making of life, place and ontological alterity.  
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7.1  Introducing Cats in Walls 

 

 

Figure 69: Profile of the intramural cat recovered from the old hospital, Stirling 

(MUCKHART). The cat was uncovered during renovation in the 20th century. Like other 

examples, it mummified naturally in the wall cavity (Glasgow Museums Collection).  
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Figure 70: An intramural cat build into Breck of Rendall Mill, Orkney, c.1803. (Edwards 

2012, 63; NMS). The cat retains a very life-like position, suggesting that it was posed post-

mortem, a trend observed in English examples (Hoggard 2004, 176).  

 

Two examples of intramural cats were identified in major museum collections for 

this project. However, Merrifield (1987, 176) identified 139 examples from across 

England, and through discussions with builders, came to understand that intramural 

cats were normally burned or reburied, rather than reported. This suggests that the 

extant figure represents a very small sample of those recovered. Swann (1996, 64) 

put their number in the thousands, and also considered their deposit intentional. 

Further investigation could therefore uncover many more Scottish cats. Indeed, 

others are known but remain unpublished: in the course of Hoggard’s survey (2004, 

175), he reports that finds of intramural cats were common in “parts of Southern 

Scotland”, though unfortunately without giving any examples.  

Intramural cats are typically interpreted as interred to ‘keep rats and mice away’ 

(e.g. Howard 1951; Merrifield 1987; Clutton-Brock 1999). Discussion is invariably 

limited, though Hoggard (2004, 167) usefully challenges the ‘rodent deterrent’ 

hypothesis on the grounds that rats would be more likely to consume a dead cat 

than fear it; another possible reason for the low number of known samples. It 
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should be noted here that, even in life, cats are limited in their rodent control 

capacities, and that adult rats represent a formidable foe (Childs 1986; Fitzgerald 

1988). 

 

 

Video 1: Rat vs Cats - A Brave Rat Fights 5 Cats © Kalyan City Life, 2010. 

 

Hoggard (2004, 167) indicates that the limited interpretation of cats in walls is 

attributable to the fact that archaeological record appears to be the only one. 

However, it is far from unusual for archaeologists to work successfully without 

historical records or documentation (prehistorians reply upon this capacity). 

Furthermore, this complete lack of documentation is not actually the case: there 

are significant records of early modern cats in other related contexts, as there are 

of other things in walls. 

Zooarchaeological discussions typically favour dead animals (e.g. Groot 2008). 

However, Overton and Hamilakis (2013, 113) and Sykes (2014, 115) both consider 

that beginning with living animals is a more meaningful way to investigate their 

roles in human culture. Living animal beings are not passive: they are co-creative 

in the production of culture (e.g. Argent 2010), co-fabricators of the material 

world (Gould and Gould 2007). The fact that cats were chosen to be interred in 

walls may have as much (or indeed much more) to do with the things that cats do, 

as with the symbolical or metaphorical meaning people attach to cats. Indeed, the 
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latter must arguably follow the former (Renfrew 2004, 23-25; Brantz 2010b, 11). It 

is also possible that the cats chosen were selected as individual beings in life. To 

some extent this question might be accessible; for example, a trained 

zooarchaeologist might determine whether they were interred alive or dead and/or 

whether there are patterns in age, gender, relative size or palaeopathology that 

could reveal anything specific about the likely biographies and/or dispositions of 

the cats which were chosen (Sykes 2014, 14-17).  

For the purposes of this research, this chapter will consider the wider categories of 

cats: living cats, dead cats, parts of cats and whether, in the early modern period, 

those entities which fall under the modern taxa of cats were always and only cats 

at all. Certainly, from their position interred in walls, these cats were not meant to 

be seen, but to serve a purpose that related to their cat-ness in life – otherwise 

animals of any species could have been equally used. Early modern cat-ness, 

however, need not map out evenly across modern cat-ness. They may barely 

overlap at all. 

 

7.2  Animality, Ontology and Taxonomy 

In their discussion of animals and alternative ontologies such as totemic ones, 

Pearson and Weismantel (2010, 21) conclude that under scrutiny the category of 

‘animal’ evaporates. They argue that there are too many cross-cutting states and 

intermediate beings for it to remain tenable as a universal categorisation (Pearson 

and Weismantel 2010, 21). Ucko (1988, xii) recognises that if we accept the 

subjectivity and cultural specificity of ‘animal’, ‘human’ demands the same 

interrogation: we cannot project back our own ontological preoccupations 

(O’Connor 2007, 6-9).  

There too often remains, however, the unspoken assumption that ‘animal’ is not 

under question for the recent western past, culturally contiguous as it is with the 

present, and indebted to (and contributing to) the same Classical, Judeo-Christian 

roots (e.g. Ucko 1988, xii). Arising from the Cartesian duality of human vs. non-
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human, this position dismisses without thought, the possibility of fluid boundaries; 

of Haraway’s (2003; 2008) cross-cutting ontic categories and interspecies 

relationships. It similarly denies the potential for animal personhoods (whether 

individual, dividual, or other), by interpreting them from first encounter as 

“indivisible entities isolated from the community at large and thought of as 

resources” (Fowler 2004, 126; Knight 2005). Interpretatively, it works from the 

assumption that only the human body matters: the ‘animal’ is an artefact, 

possessing only thing-like qualities (Philo 1995, 656-7; Flores 1996, xi; Pearson and 

Weismantel 2010, 17).  

Relying upon the uncritical ‘animal’ allows witchcraft scholars to discuss human-

animal interactions (for example, the use of ‘transference charms’ where disease is 

transferred from person to animal or vice versa, sometimes via an intermediate 

object such as a rag), without questioning what kind of bodies – human and 

otherwise – make this possible (e.g. Wilby 2011, 84). History suffers when elements 

of the past are overlooked in discourse through uncritical exercise of the modern 

gaze (Fudge 2002a, 3-4). Too often, ‘the Animal’ is a notion; a resource or symbol; 

a ‘kind, calorie, or construct’; it is not a being (Ray and Thomas 2003; Argent 2010, 

157-158). Salisbury (2011, 7) even goes as far as stating that the animals of symbol 

and imagination were more instrumental in “breaking down barriers between the 

species […] than the [real] animals of the medieval world”. 

This may be presumptuous, even for a period and place as proximate as early 

modern Scotland. ‘Animal’ was only just coming into usage, and was not yet widely 

employed; beast and brute being the more common terms, and the ones which, for 

example, appear in the King James Bible (Midgley 1988, 36). On the eve of the 

Reformation in England, domestic animals outnumbered humans by around 4:1, 

virtually all of these animals were worked, and their rhythms determined the 

patterns of human community life (Edwards 2010, 170; Oma 2010, 183; Pearson and 

Weismantel 2010, 30; Salisbury 2011, 18). All beasts were not equal: for example, 

in early colonial America, any similarities we might now see between deer and 

cattle as animals were culturally far less important than their different 

relationships with people (Pearson and Weismantel 2010, 21-22). Brantz (2010b, 3-

4) picks up on this, in suggesting that scholars would do well to move away from 
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any perceived animal/human nature/culture dichotomy in favour of exploring 

specific encounters of species. Her argument offers opportunities for more 

sensitive handlings of domesticated and commensal species, which often occupy a 

range of ontological interstices, too conveniently overlooked. 

Sabloff (2001) attributes the failure to recognise ‘domestic animals’ as a 

problematic category of being to the utilisation of three key metaphors: kinship 

(pets); object/artefact (e.g. as tools in processes such as meat ‘manufacture’); and 

citizen (promoted by animal rights activists). The anthropocentrism of each 

position facilitates a conjurer’s trick, in which animals and the unique materialities 

of their beings disappear, leaving only a hollow shell which orbits the all-important 

human centre of everything (Philo and Wilbert 2000; Pearson and Weismantel 

2010). Fudge (2002b, 160-162) makes a similar point, stating that even if we 

attempt to equalise the situation by adopting the now popular ‘human-animal’ and 

‘non-human animal’, human remains the common (and higher valued) reference 

point, subsuming real animals entirely.  

History itself emerged from preconditions which prioritised written language as an 

indicator of culture and value (Descartes 1968; Fudge 2000, 2, 159; Pearson and 

Weismantel 2010, 18). Our tradition of scholarship, our language, even the very 

reference points from which we define and experience ourselves, hinge upon our 

own set of culturally specific assumptions regarding the unquestionable existence 

and (frequently exaggerated) differences between ‘natural kinds’, separating the 

‘human’ from the ‘animal’ (Clark 1988; Midgley 1988; Pearson and Weismantel 

2010). In keeping with the argument throughout the thesis regarding the 

interpretative priorities set by the language we adopt, from this point forward, this 

chapter will attempt to leave ‘The Animal’ behind, in favour of exploring the 

specific otherness and boundaries of animal beings.  

Complicating this further, is openness to the possibility that the Linnean system 

upon which we are so dependent might not be relevant at all times or across 

contexts (Sykes 2014, 6-7). Folk taxa, though rarely explored by archaeologists, 

may offer entirely different possibilities (Clark 1988; e.g. Waspnish 1995; Marciniak 

2005; O’Connor 2013). When looking at animals, where potential relationships are 

far more variable and not necessarily either exclusive to one species or inclusive of 
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all its members, ‘species’ as we recognise them may become porous, malleable, or 

break down entirely. Their boundaries and the surfaces of their bodies may be 

prone to intermingling (Meskell 2004; Joyce 2005; Haraway 2008). Their forms may 

be flexible, fluctuating and “becoming” something different entirely in relation to 

diverse others, in some cases even merging entirely (Deleuze and Guattari 2008 

[1987], 291-293). The results of this ‘lively knotting’ are ontic categories which cut 

across species (Haraway 2008, vii). In an ontology co-occupied by powerful others, 

this cross-cutting opens up a further possibility – subversive and dangerous 

categories of monsters (Bildhauer and Mills 2003a, 6). 

 

7.3  Past Animal Beings: Methodology 

In order to discuss other beings as more than one dimensional representations, 

metaphors or ideas, we must get to know them and their unique ways of being 

(Argent 2010, 158; Orton 2010, 188-189). This requires direct encounter (Sykes 

2014). Whilst biologists, zoologists and others in life sciences provide ample 

accounts of animal ways of being both in text and as visual media (Ucko 1988, xii), 

personal contact is also invaluable. The materiality of other beings is experienced, 

learned and incorporated into engagements with the world through flesh 

encounters (Argent 2010; Sykes 2014, 5). Whilst such encounters are subjective and 

embedded within one’s own world view, this is also the case with engagements 

mediated by test tubes, magnifying glasses or tagging. Indeed, the former may be 

more informative in many cases. Those working with animals (rather than on them) 

can make significant contributions to our understandings of other species. It is they 

who find themselves in a position where their safety and livelihood depend, not on 

‘knowing about animals’, but on actually knowing them, sharing mutual trust and 

understandings of co-created, interspecies spaces and social rules (Midgley 1988, 

43-44; Bahlig and Turner 1999; Argent 2010). To this end, this chapter incorporates 

personal experiences alongside the other sources used throughout the thesis, both 

my own and those of cat owning friends. In addition to keeping and breeding 

myriad pets and supplying pet shops over the years, I have over a decade of 

experience working with other beings, having been fortunate to work in three 
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different capacities (below). Indeed, had it not been for developing a number of 

inconvenient allergies, I would have been a veterinarian. 

  

LONG-TERM VOLUNTEER ANIMAL KEEPER  

In this position I was involved in all aspects of hands on animal care and 

rehabilitation of wild species for release (e.g. animals injured by traffic), covering 

a wide range of animal beings. These included:  

• Working cattle, ponies, sheep, llamas, pigs, goats, and domesticate fowl. 

Included hand-rearing animal infants. 

• A wide range of small ‘zoo’ species (e.g. wallabies, reptiles, marmosets).  

• Raptors (from little owls to eagle owls);  

• Pet breeding facility (rabbits, guinea pigs, chinchillas etc.)  

• Wild species rescue station through which passed all manner of bats, 

hedgehogs, hares, foxes, weasels, common birds and others that lived in the 

extensive woodlands and marshlands within the park. There were also 

frequent interactions with wild species in the park itself, such as badgers. 

• A substantial population of semi-feral/barn cats resident in the old bunkers 

where surplus animal food was stored. Their presence was supported by 

large populations of prey species (predominantly rats) attracted by the food 

store.  
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WORKING RIDER 

• Working in close quarters with horses, from the newborn to the old and 

dying.  

• Breaking in colts and fillies; requires excellent interspecies trust building 

and communication skills.  

• Population of barn cats patrolling the site and prey (mainly mice). 

SCOTTISH SOCIETY OF THE PREVENTION OF CRUELTY TO ANIMALS REP  

• House visits, meeting, and discussing at length, people’s own pets (the 

majority cats and dogs) within their own home environments. 

• A opportunities to observe a wide range of surprising behaviours, uniquely 

presented by modern living conditions, including a cat who rode around the 

house like a king, on the back of a pet tortoise, and another who thought 

the family mobile phones were her kittens.  

In addition to the above experiences, I have also spent at least 16 weeks sailing the 

West Coast of Scotland over the duration of the research, encountering coastal and 

deep water species as temporary neighbours, including dolphins, whales, porpoise, 

seals, basking sharks, and a broad range of fish and seabird species.  

 

 

CATS SUGGEST THE QUESTIONS: THERAPY CATS 

The following account summarises the experience of working with therapy cats, as 

described by Dr David Dosa (2007; 2010). 

Steere House Nursing and Rehabilitation Centre, Rhode Island, did not always have 

therapy cats. In fact, its first was an uninvited (and unwelcome) guest. However, 
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when Henry died, he received a regal funeral and burial in the home’s garden. 

Staff now credit Henry with changing their care culture. By forcing his style of 

therapy upon them, they came to rely upon his contribution: when he died, they 

actually replaced him - their once unwanted tenant - with six more therapy cats 

(Dosa 2010, 56-58).  

One of them, Oscar, arrived as a kitten in 2005. Assigned to the imminently 

terminal dementia patients, Oscar was generally extremely unfriendly. However, 

from early 2006, staff observed that Oscar knew exactly when patients were 

dying, cuddling only those in their final hours, with ongoing aversion to healthier 

humans. Research geriatrician of Brown University and resident doctor at the 

centre, David Dosa, was slow to believe these claims by nurses and families, but 

ultimately confirmed Oscar’s behaviour (Dosa 2010). By 2010, in a 41 bed ward, 

Oscar had consistently attended over 50 deaths, always arriving in the final 2-4 

hours of life (Dosa 2007; 2010). He out-performed doctors, who regularly 

misjudged patients’ remaining time by days. Eventually, staff started encouraging 

family goodbyes based on Oscar’s rounds (Dosa 2010, 76-78, 140-141). Oscar also 

demonstrated the ability to attend the patient who would die first and/or the one 

who would experience the most discomfort and suffering when two deaths 

occurred in close timing.  

Whilst there is no unanimous explanation for this, a number of experts consider it 

likely that he can smell ketones released by the dying body – supported by the 

many family accounts of Oscar sniffing their relatives regularly in their last days 

and especially hours, before settling in for what they consistently and fondly refer 

to as his ‘vigil’ (Dosa 2010, 76-77, 108-109; see also: Doheny 2007). That Oscar 

might smell death is not unlikely – many other animals demonstrate similar 

capacities, including dogs, who can detect cancer (McCulloch et al 2006). 

The ongoing story of Oscar and the role of Henry, without whom Oscar’s ability 

might never have been discovered, raise questions for our understandings of 

animals, not just in contemporary society, but in the past. Things happen when 

animals and people live in close proximity which are often overlooked by scholars 

of all fields because they are dismissed as anecdotal and subjective, rather than 

considered in their accumulation. However, to anyone working with animal beings, 
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whether by choice (e.g. working riders) or otherwise (e.g. Henry’s reluctant co-

workers), animals are more than the objects of studies. They are subjects, acting 

in unexpected ways, influencing as much as influenced, and with their own 

materialities and resulting abilities (e.g. Marzluff and Angell 2005). Living in close 

quarters, working alongside known-individual animal beings, perhaps working at 

odds with others, interspecies experiences in the early modern period cannot be 

assumed to resemble the modern, nor can their ontological positions.  

Of the animal beings which recur throughout the witch trials, none are more 

ubiquitous or flexible in their capacities than cats. Lizanne Henderson (2010), who 

has worked extensively with early modern historical records, reports having 

encountered many cases of cats being accused and/or executed for witchcraft. 

However, none of these cases is included in the Survey of Scottish Witchcraft. 

Despite being Scottish cats, committing witchcraft in Scotland that was recognised 

by Scottish courts, they are not the subjects of history; their cases do not count. 

Throughout the SSW their mention is as ‘folk notes’, reduced by the modern 

scholar to anecdotal ingredients, apparitions or symbols. They are never cat-

beings. Putting the cats back into the past and acknowledging them as co-creative 

agents in early modern settlements requires, therefore, that we begin with the 

culture that was co-created. By understanding the early modern human side of the 

construction, it becomes possible to reintegrate the contribution of cat beings.  

 

7.4  Finding the Cat in the Wall: Returning to Garments 

The methodology of the thesis suggests that, when confronted with a mysterious 

cat in a wall, we follow two lines of enquiry: cats in other places, and other things 

in walls. Working in the context of early modern Finland, Herva (2009) takes a 

similar ontological approach, relating folklore to specific household deposits, and 

providing an example in interpretation. Herva (2009, 394) concludes that concealed 

items are related to household spirits and that building-plus-garment equates to an 

active, person-like being (though perhaps active only at certain special times). 

Murray and Mills (2013, 136) similarly argue that caching special artefacts “infuses 
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objects and spaces with agency”. Following the contexts (the hiding places) to 

expand the heterogonous assemblage of ontologically potent ‘things’ to include 

animal others and their relationships adds significant new dimensions to the 

discussion.  

Alexander Hammiltoun, DUNS  

Strangled and Burned, circa 2/2/1630  

Hammiltoun was probably a healer as he described lots of healing rituals. He was 

accused, along with John Neill, John Smith and Katherine Wilson (also of DUNS), of 

killing lots of horses by hiding a dead bird in their barn, and of placing a dead hand 

in the path of their intended victim to harm him (for discussion of the extensive 

uses of dead hands see Tarlow 2011 e.g. 157, 168-9). Hammiltoun performed 

transference (using cats and birds) and also told a woman to heal her husband using 

wet cloth.  

Isobel Bennet, Stirling (MUCKHART) 

Guilty 1659 

A healer consulted to cure people, amongst other things, of fairy enchantment. For 

the latter she used straw and meal combined with sea water collected from a 

hollow as the water ebbed, placing them at the corners of the afflicted’s bed. This 

practice also incorporated raw flesh, a hook and a horseshoe.  

Jonet Braidheid, Auldearn (CAWDOR) 

Result unknown, 1662 

She and her co-accused reportedly sprinkled cooked flesh pieces (likely sheep 

and/or dog based on the other details) over the properties and gates of their 

intended victims (two local lairds), similar to the clout left by Christian Stewart 

(1596).  

 

Calf’s Heart, Dalkeith (HADDINGTON) 

H. NO 22, NMS 

One archaeological example of this type of practice has also been recovered. 

Found in 1812, it was asserted at that time by an 80 year old woman that the heart 

was at least 50 years old and was most likely associated with an outbreak of cattle 

disease which was, at the time, attributed to witchcraft. The heart was pierced by 
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multiple pins and buried under a flagstone in a building used for cattle. Cheape 

(2008a, 117) speculates that whilst it may have been amuletic, it is equally 

possible that it was placed there to cause (or to transfer from another afflicted 

site) disease and death.  

 

 

Figure 71: The Dalkeith calf’s heart. (H. NO 22). Gilchrist (2008, 136) postulates that 

animal parts may indicate healing and protection; human parts, curses and other ‘demonic’ 

practices (later Medieval period). Harte (2001 [1997]) meanwhile links animal hearts with 

pins in them to “aggressive counter-magic”.  

 

Whilst ‘to scare mice away’ may be the only semi-comfortably explanation within 

our own ontology, cat placement is ontologically consistent with other ‘things’ in 

walls. The repetition with which household thresholds and flesh recur in collocation 

throughout trial accounts is a strong indication that cats in walls represent a 

related practice. 

If, as Herva (2009) suggests, caches ‘infuse’ agency into place, the possibilities of 

enduring connections between concealer and garment and (perhaps more 

importantly) wearer and garment demonstrated in Chapter 5, pose questions about 
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the cat in the wall. Any potential properties which might infuse from flesh, corpse 

or cat-being into wall, threshold or home raise the question, are cats in walls Felis 

catus at all? Were they individual beings with known life histories akin to those who 

owned well-worn and ‘killed’ cached garments? Or were they generic flesh 

deposits? Does it matter that they were ever cats? The calf heart in the sick cattle 

barn suggests that the broad answer may be yes, but this raises a bigger question 

than it answers: if it matters that they were cats, then why did cats matter?  

 

CAT SENDING VS. CAT GOING 

One of the most common accusations across trials which involve cats is that the 

accused ‘sent’ their cat to do their bidding and cause harm for them.  

Marione Corsan, Dumfries (BUITTLE) 

Unknown, 1659 

Corsan was investigated in 1650 and 1659, suggesting a reputation of some length. 

One woman had a nightmare that she was flyting (engaging in sharp-tongued 

argument) with Corsan and upon waking found two cats: an accusation of 

witchcraft against Corsan. 

Margaret Hutchison, Duddingston (HADDINGTON)  

Strangled and burnt, 18/9/1661 

Hutchison was well known as a witch and healer, with a reputation spanning 40 

years. Amongst accusations against her was that she placed raw flesh under a 

victim’s loom which, when recognised as witchcraft and cast on the fire, caused his 

cat to die. She was also accused of sending three cats to cause noise and illness at 

a victim’s house. Her neighbour and contemporary, Isobel Ramsay (strangled and 

burnt, 23/8/1661), faced a similar accusation: that of sending (or perhaps 

appearing as) a cat three times in a victim’s house, after which two of his sons died 

and his wife fell seriously ill. She transferred disease from a patient to a cat, after 

which the cat died.  



Chapter 7: Cat-Woman-Cow: Where Species Meet 

256 

Helen Tait, BUITTLE 

Not Guilty, 5/4/1659 

Another woman of longstanding reputation (18 years), Tait’s cat was witnessed to 

continually seek out the company of a neighbour’s ill child. When the cat was killed 

the child recovered. 

 

A number of other cases specify the behaviour of these ‘sent’ cats as noisy and 

troublesome. However, cats cannot be sent. Cats cannot, for the most part, be 

commanded to do anything at all. The witch’s capacity for unnatural control over 

cats is, itself, a breakdown of the species divide: a witch-controlled cat being is a 

hybrid, a monster, a different ontological category (Bildhauer and Mills 2003b; 

Haraway 2008). This category may also include other subversions of the normal 

human-cat relationship. For example, both Maillie Pattersone (1644) and Elizabeth 

Maxwell (1650) were accused of riding cats. Elizabeth Maxell was accused of 

leading two further cats in her hands – the way one rides and leads a group of 

horses together. Riding and leading requires disciplined horses and strong bonds 

between the rider and all horses. Equally importantly, all of the horses in the group 

must be on good terms. You can ride and lead horse friends. You cannot do it with 

horses who dislike each other.  

Accusing someone of riding-and-leading cats does not only suggest unnatural 

control over animal minds and bodies (cats are notoriously hard to lead, and 

obviously impossible to ride), but indicates the possibility of an ontological 

allowance for a much deeper intimacy, founded on trust and a mutual working 

relationship. This account also highlights the fluid nature of the body, evident 

throughout many witch trials and in many different forms. Here, this fluidity is 

expressed in the idea of variable size and mass – we do not know whether these 

were very large cats, very small witches, very strong cats, or very light witches, 

but there is clearly some subversion of the normal physical constraints of one or 

more of the participating bodies in the cat-riding experience.  

Real, living cats, cannot be sent, led, ridden or otherwise influenced (for the most 

part); they are wilful and go places and do things entirely of their own volition. 

Cats are highly territorial: they have their own geographies and do not respect 
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human boundaries. My family has never owned a cat. We have never needed to – 

there has always been one cat or another around, because cats have adopted us 

and our spaces for their own purposes. When a family do already have a cat, feline 

trespassing can become problematic. Four years ago, my aunt and uncle’s tom cat 

was forced to share his turf with a new cat on the block. New Cat had moved into a 

home at which their cat had been a regular visitor. Tom was so noisy and 

disagreeable about this change that the neighbours threatened legal action – he 

regularly entered into their home (via any opportune aperture), terrorising them 

and their cat, and damaging everything in his wake. As Goodare (1998, 298) 

observes, it could be hard for a community to tell who was the ‘witch’ and who the 

‘victim’ in any given altercation. Association with disorderly cats (or overly orderly 

cats) could be enough, in itself, to tip the balance from being a respected healer to 

being accused of witchcraft.  

The incidences where cats are reported to have trespassed to spend time around ill 

and dying people are reminiscent of Oscar, the therapy cat. Just as Oscar could go 

around the ward, wandering into people’s rooms and checking them out, early 

modern cats would have had ample opportunity to enter any homes they pleased. 

In doing so, their cat senses may have drawn some of them to behave in a similar 

manner. We can safely assume Oscar is not the only cat with this capacity – he is 

simply the only one to have been observed daily by a professional researcher in an 

environment where profound sickness and death are constant presences. 

 

CATS AND THEIR KILLS 

It should not come as a surprise that cats might know dying when they encounter 

it: cats are, first and foremost, killers. Many of their interspecies encounters result 

in death. Across medieval Europe it was precisely this quality which encouraged 

humans to share their spaces with cats (Salisbury 2011, 10-11). Even in modern 

contexts where cats are well-fed and pampered, they are often still highly driven 

and successful predators, easily capable of surviving alone (Clutton-Brock 1999, 

133).  
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Video 2: Barn Cat Killing Spree © Animal House for Real, 2012. 

Being glossy and loved doesn’t stop this cat from keeping its killing skills and senses sharp. 

 

Maud (Kirsty’s cat) regularly manages to bring down bats and eviscerate them for 

her human family. She has also claimed a snake, a squirrel and committed 

innumerable small rodent marathon massacres.  

Bernard (Maria’s cat), at less than 2 years old, emptied a nest until he had taken 

home every robin chick and placed them carefully in a line across the hallway. He 

delights in regularly bringing home frogs for his humans, laying them out carefully 

each time in the corner of the sitting room, and has a special miaow which he uses 

only for these occasions. Jean Gilmore (Govan, 1700), was accused of placing a frog 

in the threshold of a victim’s home as a charm. Bernard has a more gentle side: 

every night he goes round all bedrooms, checking everyone is settled before he too 

goes to bed.  

Bob (Nearly Maria’s cat) a cat who visits Bernard’s (above) family does not bring 

them gifts, living or dead, but he is attached to them, spending a great deal of 

time at their house, even regularly waiting outside the door for them to come 

home.  
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Puddles (Jenny’s cat), as an almost-grown kitten, killed and dragged in a rat 

almost half his own size, leaving it behind the sofa to decay and stink for days 

before it was eventually found and disposed of.  

In is interesting to note that cats often engage in habitual practices with their kills, 

hiding them certain places (e.g. corners), ‘arranging’ them or leaving them on the 

threshold as ‘gifts’. Often these places correspond with areas of vulnerability to 

witchcraft. The kills that are the most disturbing, however, are those of the many 

cats, especially first time mothers, who kill their kittens (and not infrequently eat 

them).  

 

Video 3: Mother cat eats her kitten © φρεακς 2014. 

 

This is a side of cats many modern people do not encounter, Western house pets 

are typically neutered and owners are not involved in their breeding. Their 

breeding is controlled, under close to ideal conditions. However, in less favourable 

conditions (e.g. uncontrolled, semi-feral populations), a mother will kill half a 

large litter of kittens to give the rest a better chance at survival, or cull them 

entirely if she is over-stressed by their demands or has had another litter too 

recently. Most mammals eat the afterbirth, and many non-carnivorous new mothers 

(for example, rabbits), occasionally chew off the odd bit of baby foot or tail. 

However, of all the species living in close quarters with humans in the early 
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modern period cats are, in my experience, the most likely to publicly devour their 

own young. 

 

 

CATS AS WITCHES/CAT BEHAVIOURS AS WITCHCRAFT 

It has been pointed out in the past that cats as witches has a logic to it – both 

wandering at night and associated with disorderly noises/voices (Clutton-Brock 

1999, 140). However, comparison of cat behaviour with witch trial accounts 

demonstrates deeper and more significant similarities. In early modern 

settlements, where witch trial accounts suggest that cats were prolific, both the 

killing of other species, and the killing of infant kittens would have been familiar 

sights. These patterns are also familiar from another context: witch trials. As 

demonstrated above, those accused of witchcraft were frequently charged with 

leaving animal carcasses and/or pieces of meat in the homes of others. Likewise, 

witches were accused of abnormal interest in neonatal remains and changelings 

(sickly/weak infants), and even of eating human infants (Chapter 6.4).  

It should be noted that the depositing of animal remains in human homes is not a 

“natural behaviour” of cats, but rather a behaviour which is contingent upon a 

world in which they co-create spaces with humans and socialise with them. Cats 

did not leave carcasses in houses until houses existed, or until cats and people 

began to negotiate a reciprocal agreement which increasingly brought cats into 

those houses (Todd 1978). Cats, in violating property/community boundaries and 

publicly playing with life and death, have, over centuries, reinforced their own 

position as marginal beings that refuse simple categorisation or ‘placement’ in the 

landscape.  

Cats wander off into what humans might consider ‘wilderness’, often for days at a 

time. This capacity for cats to disappear and return is another motif cross-cutting 

the categories of cat and witch: those who claimed to have wandered into the fairy 

realm for a spell and returned changed, from their sojourn (Chapter 6.7).  
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Scholars have argued, though without reference to cats, that witches were 

problematic in their capacity to breach the boundaries of home, person or 

community (e.g. Purkiss 1995; van Gent 2009, 124). This was also discussed in 

Chapter 6, where boundaries and property rights were disrupted through practices 

such as Margaret Bane’s throwing of ‘erd and stane’. However, in light of other 

parallels, this could be considered akin to the territorial actions of cats. That cats 

could be accused of witchcraft is beyond doubt: by early modern standards, based 

on the key common practices observed in cats and witches, cats could and did 

commit ontologically sound acts of witchcraft. Well known European examples, and 

the reports of scholars who have encountered such records by chance, suggest 

that, further to this, cats could be witches (Evans 2009 [1906]; Henderson 2010).  

As O’Connor (2007, 8) points out, all cats need not be the same: within one 

culture, some cats might be vermin, some named, special individuals, others 

witches. Within a single cat life, a cat might experience a number of different 

statuses. What is well confirmed is that there are few examples in Scotland of 

familiars in the broader European sense (Wilby 2005), cat sending being a 

substantial step removed. However, the witch evidence suggests the possibility 

exists for witch-personhood which both cross-cuts cat and human and creates 

overlaps within their peripheries.  

 

7.5  Shapeshifting and Borderline Beings  

Shapeshifting is another form of infraction into the apparent boundary between 

heterogeneous others, and one of the areas identified by Goodare (2013c, 314) as 

in need of future study. Although one of the most commonly reported examples of 

witchcraft in trial accounts, it has variously been dismissed as stories “told 

ingenuously […] judges do not seem to have taken [them] very seriously” (Briggs 

1996b, 108) and elevated as evidence of a Scottish bardic-shamanic cult (Wilby 

2011, 137-8). However, claims of shapeshifting frequently come in the form of 

accusation, rather than confession, suggesting that shapeshifting was much more 

widely accepted as within the ordinary possible than either of these extremes 
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suggest (Goodare 2008, 35). By failing to recognise shapeshifting as something 

witnessed rather than experienced (or falsely related), Briggs (1996b, 108) and 

Wilby (2011) both relegate shapeshifting to the remote and effectively meaningless 

margins of early modern culture.  

The work of Bildhauer and Mills (2003b; also Bildhauer 2003) suggests, however, 

that shapeshifting instead be handled as monstrous in nature, and that the very 

monsters which appear marginal often turn out to be central to understanding a 

culture. Monstrous hybridity, they argue, need not emerge from physical or 

psychological deformity (cf. Eberly 1988). Rather, it unfolds across broader 

differences “in relation to other bodies, social or individual”. This articulation of 

monstrosity is powerful because many beings are rendered monsters through 

invisible difference (including, for example, unbaptised infants). Thus, those 

investigating such others advocate that monsters should be thoroughly explored as 

a nexus of ontological alterity (Bildhauer 2003, 75; Bynum 2001).  

Of the instances of human/animal shapeshifting recorded in the SSW, 

approximately 50% refer to shifting to or from a cat form, specifically via a female 

human body. Men rarely shapeshift (and never into cats; Harte 2002 [1997]). As the 

most common shapeshifting animal beings, cats continue to be the main subject of 

enquiry. However, as is the methodology of the thesis, it is important to explore 

patterns across the other species which appear in the same contexts. For the 

purposes of this discussion, the shifting of the devil into other forms (most 

commonly a dog) is not covered; however, this would make an excellent future 

direction of enquiry. The emphasis here is exploring the witch’s body (as a human 

body and as a subversive body) and the cat bodies with which they so often 

exchange forms.  

 

CROW, JACKDAW AND RAVEN 

All three species are undomesticated but will enter into positive relationships with 

humans who feed them or, in the case of the injured magpie Maggie nursed to 

health by myself and colleagues, those who care for them. Magpies frequent human 
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spaces. They are highly intelligent, recognise specific human faces and relate to 

humans as individuals (Marzluff and Angell 2005). They are highly damaging to 

property, including crops, but will also devastate weak livestock. Like all feeders 

on carrion, they have heightened senses for death and decay. Andy, a very 

agreeable Vietnamese potbellied pig (not all of them are) with skin cancer, was so 

plagued by corvids pecking sores on his body that after weeks of being eaten alive, 

he had to be destroyed by my then supervisor. Necropsy revealed that the tumours 

were malignant and had spread throughout his body: he was already dying. 

 

HARE, BADGER AND PORPOISE 

These three mammalian species make fewer (and less penetrating) incursions into 

human spaces, tending only to appear on the peripheries. However, they will 

interact in their own ways. Over three consecutive years I witnessed a large mother 

hare (or perhaps more than one) spend her spring days biting wool off the 

underside of fat, angry, pregnant sheep. Bleating and incensed, each sheep would 

try to run away, in the process assisting mother hare’s efforts to shear strips of 

wool for her nest. On occasion I retrieved pieces of wool the hare dropped for my 

own rabbit’s nest, and found them very welcome gifts. Hares undoubtedly had 

similar gratitude for any wool and linen rags they could get hold of at rag sites. In 

the context of early modern Sweden, van Gent (2009, 167) interprets hares as 

‘symbols of the outside’ that ‘jump over the fence’, however, real hares are more 

than symbols. They are breachers of space and peace, with their own speed and 

temporality.  

 

Tibbie Smart, possibly Clova  

Branded and Banished, 1586 

Smart, accused of ten human deaths, was found to have bite marks on her body 

after having been attacked by hunting dogs whilst in the form of a badger. Badgers 

are powerful, forceful and can be aggressive. They willing violate human 

boundaries, happily eating young lambs, poultry and eggs and fighting with dogs 

and cats. The badger setts in the country park woodlands where I worked were a 

source of continual contention amongst the rangers.  
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Video 4: Badgers – vicious fight © Simon King Wildlife, 2013. 

This video contains useful commentary about the strength and aggressiveness of badgers in 

their natural habitat and social interactions, suitable for providing context for their 

engagements with dogs and livestock. 

 

Marion Peebles, Shetland 

Strangled and Burnt, c. 21/3/1644 

Peebles was associated with two crows, tentatively assigned ‘familiar’ status in the 

SSW as it was said they went around with her and that they were a form assumed 

by the devil. She was also accused of drowning four men by overturning their 

fishing boat whilst in the form of a porpoise. The bodies, when subjected to her 

touch (bierricht, or corpse bleeding), were said to have bled – proving her guilt in 

their death. Porpoise do not typically come close to boats in the manner of 

dolphins and whales; however, they are easily visible in calmer water and it seems 

one is never far from them. In the 16 weeks I have spent at sea the most 

spectacular encounters have been with their bigger cousins, but the more 

frequent, by far, have been hundreds of small meets with harbour porpoise. On 

occasion they come close enough to nip mackerel (who hunt in quite shallow water, 

close to the coast) from the fishing line off the back of the yacht.  
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BEE AND RAT 

Bees contribute a great deal to farming communities through honey production and 

pollination, and may make their home within human-occupied spaces; however, 

they are not domesticated. They are, at best, commensal, even when intentionally 

‘kept’. Bees, like cats, go where they please, often winding up indoors and, like 

the fairies of Chapter 6, can fit through very small holes. Although much bigger, 

both rats and cats share this ability, each being able to fit through a hole the size 

of its own cranium, the body, agile and compressing, able to follow through.  

Rats are also a commensal species, often choosing to live near humans, though 

there was no mutual benefit to early modern Scots to having them around. They 

are highly destructive, aggressive and dangerous when cornered, and spread 

disease. Rats are also intelligent, curious, excellent problem solvers, fast and 

agile. As with cats, there are elements to their behaviours which echo those 

witches were accused of. For example, they will happily make a nest out of rags in 

a wall.  

 

HORSE, SOW AND DOG  

Whilst the final group of shapeshifters are commonly understood as 

‘domesticated’, it should be noted that all of them have the capacity for 

aggression. As a teenager, an acquaintance at my riding school was killed under 

tragic circumstances. An unskilled rider who had recently purchased a horse, she 

sadly did not understand the horse or share a bond with him, and was not prepared 

to wait patiently to grow close to him. Rather, she expected him to bend to her 

will. A ‘beginner horse’ who should have been easy to get along with, after a few 

weeks of riding him violently, he threw her onto the school floor, intentionally 

crushing her skull with his hooves. This is not anthropomorphism and the naïve 

assignment of human motives to an animal: as a working rider, I daily saw horses 

contort themselves and even damage their own limbs to avoid falling on their rider-

partner – even those riders they were in the act of intentionally throwing off. 

Within the circle of riders I have associated with over the years, no one has 

witnessed or known of another accident where a horse repeatedly or intentionally 
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stepped on any part of a human body. Most (including myself) have, however, been 

irritably kicked or nipped, especially when working in close quarters (e.g. within 

the stable) – a horse-to-horse/peer-to-peer way of relating. 

One day Tully, a colt with whom I shared a special relationship, was writhing and 

bucking on the school floor, choking on a plastic bag. Widely disliked, the young 

horse was considered dangerous and untrained. Nevertheless, I knew we shared 

trust and approached him against the strong protestations of others nearby - all 

sure he would kill me. Even in his panic, he stilled himself and allowed me to put 

my hand far into his mouth to remove the bag.  

Like Tully, my untrained horse friend, pigs cross lines not as a species, but on a 

one-to-one basis. Recent years have even seen the introduction of pet ‘house pigs’, 

though SSPCA reps do not meet too many of them. However, a significant 

proportion of the legal executions of animal others in medieval and early modern 

Europe (including accusations of harming or killing humans) were against pigs 

(Evans 2009 [1906]). Having worked closely with pigs, I would argue that this is not 

a difference between one pig and another, but between one human-animal 

relationship and another: all pigs have the capacity for interspecies friendships and 

to harm those who they do not like.  
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Video 5: Ellie the Miniature Pet Pig © matej&katarina, 2013. 

This young piglet is developing a lovely bond with humans. It’s hard to imagine it 

dangerous, but it almost certainly will grow (despite the ‘mini’ label) to 100-150lbs (some 

breeds of pigs easily exceed 3-4 times this).  

 

Isobell Eliot, Alloa (MUCKHART) 

Unknown, 1658 

A woman walking home from collecting mussels looked behind her to see a sow. 

Moments later, in place of the sow, she saw Jonet Black, an accusation of 

shapeshifting. Black confessed to keeping a mole at home (the speculation is made 

that it may have been familiar-like) and was, like Marion Peebles, accused of 

damaging a boat while in animal form (as a raven).  

Of the (non-witchcraft) criminal cases prosecuting animal beings across early 

modern Europe, dogs are the most commonly accused after pigs (Kalof 2007, 63, 

88; Brantz 2010, 2). Through my work with the SSPCA I have observed many times 

that a dog dangerous in one situation can be a wonderful companion in a different 

context or pairing of beings. Both species, like cats, make their own choices in 

interspecies relationships. 

It should also be noted that horses, pigs and dogs, although ‘domestic’, do work 

that happens in or beyond the peripheries of the community boundary – horses aid 
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with travel, pigs with foraging, and dogs with hunting. It is this region that Harte 

(2003) identifies as the domain of monsters – not in the areas conceived as ‘wild’ 

but in the margins: in the traversed. Unlike horses, dogs and pigs were unbridled 

and had some form of roaming autonomy. They were therefore frequently found in 

the wrong places and deemed sources of disorder (Kalof 2007, 63, 88; Brantz 2010, 

2). For example, Todd (2002, 41, 327) notes a number of complaints regarding dogs 

wandering into churches, Scoonie session going as far as ordering the execution of 

offending canines. There is a great deal more work of be done on the role of dogs 

in the witch-prosecuting community. On the very rare occasions of male 

shapeshifting, it is invariably to dog form. Harte (2001 [1997]) observes “dog is to 

cat as man is to woman, as devil is to witch”. 

Before returning to cats, it is useful to compare their ways of being around humans 

with the interactions observed between other species and humans connected to 

them through the ontologically relevant, interspecies category ‘shapeshifter’. 

Briggs (1996b, 110) concluded that “[in] symbolic terms, shapeshifting associated 

witches with predatory creatures, the night and the wilderness outside human 

society”. I would dispute this: in Scotland, shapeshifting stretches the witch’s 

being across the margins, associating them with familiar, transgressive entities. 

Only the badger is truly nocturnal, it is also one of the only species to consistently 

live entirely in the human-deemed ‘wild’ and cross into the human-occupied space. 

The horse, pig, and dog behave conversely, beginning inside the settlement 

boundary and moving out.  

What they do all share, however, along with the vast majority of shapeshifter 

beings, is that they are problematic not because they are creatures ‘outside of 

society’, but because they are beings who regularly cross the boundaries of social 

spaces and make infractions (such as the hare stealing the wool) upon the margins. 

Many of them are uninvited visitors, which may or may not make their home within 

community space, and who move inside and outside, often causing damage just by 

being. Of all of the species this is truer for none more so than cats. Cats were the 

unique position of being invited or perhaps as often as not, self-invited (like Henry 

the therapy cat), right into the centre of everything. From trial accounts, we know 

that they lay by the hearth, in the lap, or on the bed, but as with modern cats, 
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there is no doubt did so only with their own cat provisos. Early modern cats crossed 

many more human social and spatial boundaries than other species.  

Archaeologists and historians find it difficult to handle ‘animals’ – especially ‘wild’ 

species - in ways that move beyond the symbolic, but it can and must be done. 

Communities which subsist directly upon the land or sea invariably have physical 

(rather than purely symbolic) interactions with neighbouring species (Sykes 2014, 

51). Moving beyond the symbolism of animals presents new challenges for scholars: 

their capacities, geographies and temporalities and their co-productions with 

communities must be contended with (Hamilakis 2003, 240).  

 

CATS  

Bringing together the common themes across each of the species discussed, cats 

may hold the special place as ‘most common shapeshifter form’, not for their 

symbolism, but for their role in the community as the most transgressive of familiar 

beings, and the most familiar of transgressive beings. The cat-human category 

demonstrates additional properties not observed in the other cases which suggest 

that this is the case. 

 

Margaret Alexander, Livingston 

Executed, 1647 

A multitude of cats came to her house for meetings, where they turned into men 

and women; some who she knew as witches, others she knew to be deceased. She 

also claimed to have had intercourse with the fairy king upon a bridge (Henderson 

and Cowan 2001, 61). 

Beatrix Leslie, Newbattle (HADDINGTON) 

Strangled and Burnt, 3/8/1661 

An elderly midwife, an accusation was made against Leslie regarding a cat that was 

walking on its hind legs, the implication being that it was her.  
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Jannet Sawer, Ayr 

Strangled and burnt, 23/4/1658 

Sawer’s reputation extended back at least 19 years. A witness testified to seeing 

four cats dancing a reel before entering into Sawer’s house. She was also accused 

of killing an infant, bewitching animals, and of interfering with a woman’s milk.  

Jean Craig, HADDINGTON 

Strangled and burnt, 1/5/1649 

Craig (Chapter 6.3) had a reputation spanning two decades. One of the claims in 

Craig’s trial was that she made a man’s fire take on the appearance of ugly cats 

bearing her own face and placed raw flesh and blood around his floor as a means to 

enchant him.  

Margaret Murray, Elgin 

Unknown, 1661 

After examining a pregnant patient, Murray told the woman she had cats (as 

opposed to an infant) in her womb. The woman died soon afterwards. 

Agnes Sampsoune, North Berwick (HADDINGTON)  

Strangled and Burnt, 28/1/1591 

Sampsoune, who confessed to 11 meetings and implicated 59 others, confessed 

with a number of her accomplices to baptising a cat. Another cat, Margaret, 

appears to have been baptised or otherwise formally named in the same area in 

1608 (case of Beigis Tod, strangled and burnt). 

 

Whilst the earlier discussion shows how witches might be cat-like, in these 

accounts, cats are more than just crossing into human spaces, being ‘sent’ or even 

undertaking their own acts of witchcraft. They are not just moving across socio-

spatial boundaries. They are straying into the heartland of behaviours typically 

ontologically reserved for humans. In accusations, cats are talking, dancing, 

walking, meeting socially in people’s homes, even entering into a woman’s womb. 

In confessions, cats are receiving names; an act denied the many children who 

found their way into infant burial grounds.  
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Pócs (1999, 79) proposes that transforming into other beings signals a shift into 

another world or onto another plane of existence. Whilst this might be the case for 

the human part of a witch considered to be shapeshifting, the cases above do not 

suggest an overall shift: the animal beings occupy space in this plane. Salisbury 

(2011, 140) sees in metamorphosis the fear of losing oneself, Bildhauer (2003, 82) 

arguing that any body which incorporates monstrous elements ceases to be what it 

was before, becoming a “monstrous composite”: a new ontic category. In this 

scenario, where cat and human contribute to the acts of a single being, the witch, 

each must be seen as components of a monstrous composite: the witch. The 

personhood and body of the witch accused of shapeshifting into actual cats, must 

encompass both cat and human elements.  

A world where a being may be spread over two different physical bodies is fraught 

with anxiety, because neither component might be recognised as a co-monster 

until it is already too late, even within one’s own household. As demonstrated, cats 

are more than capable of independently undertaking acts of witchcraft such as 

Oscar’s death vigils; meaning they have the potential to draw a woman into a 

composite cat-witch monster without her even knowing. They are not mere 

symbols: their ways of being matter.  

 

7.6  Cows, Milk and Interspecies Transference  

After cats, cows are the most frequent animal beings mentioned in witch trial 

accounts. Again they appear in ways which problematise boundaries between 

women and animal being but cows are never witches. To understand this 

distinction, we must look beyond the symbolism of cows, to the materiality of cow-

ness and living with cows.  

The accepted myth that rural early modern Scotland was dominated by byre 

dwelling has recently come into question and may not stand up under scrutiny, 

byres perhaps actually having been introduced to some areas by Improvers (Dalglish 

and Tarlow n.d.). However, even should they be later introductions, there are 
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definite instances (as demonstrated below) where byres and witches were active in 

the same wider communities at the same time: witches did not disappear with the 

1736 Act. As van Gent (2009) argues, later instances can also provide invaluable 

windows into the manners in which human bodies, cattle and witches overlap and 

conflict in constructions of personhood.  

 

Isabella Hay, Invergordon (TAIN)  

Autumn 1822 

Hay spent two months in the tollbooth at TAIN from early September 1822, 

following a period of ongoing accusations of witchcraft against her (Brims 1989, 

87). Whilst she confessed to almost a decade of working exclusively as a “Cow and 

Horse Doctress”, her neighbours from as far afield as Nonikiln, Rosskeen, Newmore 

and Kincraig, readily added their own accounts of her curses, cures and divination, 

for which they sought to see her punished (Brims 1989, 87). In particular, she was 

accused of curing an ill cow and killing a man’s horses by cursing them (Brims 1989, 

88-89). The local sheriff sought to try her under the 1736 Witchcraft Act, which 

would have earned her one year in prison and four appearances in the pillory - 

most likely jougs (Brims 1989, 89). Brims (1989), responsible for the primary 

research, notes that whilst her accusers denounced her ‘pretended knowledge’ for 

the court, all other evidence suggests that they were pursuing the case as 

witchcraft in earnest: the accusations were made by people who had paid her for 

her services, sometimes over the course of several years, and who had actively 

sought to end her curses against their livestock by other means.  
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BYRE: HOUSE 9, LAIRG (TAIN)  

 

Figure 72: An example of a byre: House 9, Lairg (TAIN) © Scottish Trust for Archaeological 

Research.  

(McCullagh and Tipping 1998, 66; Figure 43). 

 

House 9 is a classic byre dwelling designed for cohabitation by humans and cattle, 

excavated and discussed by McCullagh and Tipping (1998, 61-69), as summarised 

below. Small finds, particularly glass and pottery, suggest an occupation date 

c.1800-1850 C.E. The upslope (southern) area, of predominantly turf construction, 

is home to the humans and features a peat-fire hearth. The downslope (northern) 
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area has provisions specific to the housing of cattle, including a reinforced wall 

(stone) for tethering a single line of 6-8 animals and drainage for waste to (but not 

through) the end wall. The downslope gable was knocked out and rebuilt each 

spring in order to let the cattle and waste out of the building, an activity that 

would have been no small undertaking. Over successive alterations, the human 

dwelling space consistently made up between 1/2 and 1/3 of the internal space. 

Headroom across the dwelling is estimated at 1.5m. Byres have also been identified 

by early modern map analysis, in the area of Loch Tay (FORTINGALL) c.1769 

(Morrison 1980).  

A byre-dwelling is not a separate ‘human house’ and ‘cow barn’, nor is it simply 

the convenient joining of these things together to make a composite; it is a 

different category of thing. It is a human-cow-home, a dwelling for all, where 

humans and cattle share each other’s warmth and wallow in each other’s filth. 

Cows and humans interact; they see, hear, smell and touch one another. As cows 

lick their humans and humans drink their cow’s milk, they even taste one another. 

Cows were integral to the pace of life, in their milking (dawn and dusk), their 

breeding, and their daily and seasonal comings and goings. Like the rag site, the 

byre is an iterative process, made and remade in collaboration with heterogeneous 

others. Even the smell of the byre is a shared one, co-produced in the eating and 

eliminating of all, bound up in a heady peat-smoke layer almost certainly a source 

of carbon monoxide sopor. 

This is not the way of life of ‘others-in-proximity’ but of an interspecies family or 

community (Oma 2010, 181-184). Cows, like horses, are capable of deep and 

enduring interspecies bonds which may be characterised as friendship or even 

kinship (e.g. Oma 2010). Within a group, cows will have a small number of close 

friends with whom they engage in mutual grooming and choose to socialise. They 

also recognise and maintain up to 70 further relationships, including family 

members, acquaintances, others that they dislike and, on occasion, a nemesis 

(Frazer and Broom 1997; Huxley n.d., 61). Humans who interact with a herd of 

cows regularly will invariably fall into all of these categories across the group. As a 

former cow friend and nemesis, I can attest that cows hold grudges for a long time. 

They become disturbed easily and emotional trauma will stay with them, especially 
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when you accidentally let them out into an urban environment, requiring police 

and fire brigade intervention to recapture them: this makes them surly and pushy 

upon any attempt to get close to them.  

Pre-industrial dairying must, therefore, have relied on good human-cow 

relationships. Traditional dairying is not a ‘process’ and its milk not a 

manufactured ‘product’. Milk comes into human hands through close, personal 

bonds and the creation of a safe interspecies space negotiated by gentle touch and 

other co-learned modes of communication (Moran 1993; Bertenshaw and Rowlinson 

2009). In the case of an unsettled cow, Martin (1999 [1703], 100-101) describes 

this: “use the sweetest voice and sing all the time of milking her”. Dairying sets 

the rhythm of daily life (Oma 2010, 181; Sykes 2014, 39). People who do not 

respect their animal partners, or who take their own angers and issues to the milk 

stool, risk getting kicked, bitten or butted, and certainly do not manage to get any 

quantity of milk (Oma 2010, 181-2).  

 

 

Figure 73: An 18th century byre charm from Cumbernauld. 

H. NO 98 is very similar to a mare stone, hung in the byre to protect the cows from 

witchcraft. 
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Figure 74: 18th/19th century byre charm, Slains (KINTORE). 

Like the previous example, H. NO 90 is perforated for hanging. The soft yellow flint is 

alternately scarred and smoothed from prehistoric stone working; it is the negative of the 

fairy arrow. 

 

The value of even one cow in an early modern household is hard to quantify: they 

share heat within the home, are a reliable source of fertiliser, and provide traction 

and milk. The vast preoccupation of the early modern Scottish legal system with 

cases of bestiality suggests other assets appreciated in life (Maxwell-Stuart 2004, 

85). In death, they contribute materials for tool making (hides, hooves and bones); 

for fuel (tallow); and for consumption (Clutton-Brock 1999, 81). People may 

literally clothe themselves in the skin of cows. It is not surprising that measures 

were taken to protect them similar to those protecting the human family. A byre 

may not have been the exclusive means of over-wintering cattle, however, extant 

byre charms and the frequency with which cows are targets in witch trial 

accusations, support the conclusion that cows were not straightforward ‘animal 

others’ in early modern Scottish society. Commonly scholars of witchcraft interpret 

the appearance of cows in witch accusations as a preoccupation with property 
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damage and the economic/dietary impact on families resulting from animal illness 

and death, or the fact that cows were ‘women’s work’ (e.g. Purkiss 1995, 413; 

Briggs 1996b, 84-90; Hutton 1996, 222; Martin 2002, 87;). However, putting real 

cows back into those records offers the potential for engaging with significant 

ontological alterity. This approach suggests that in their contribution to an 

interspecies household (and community) cows were correlates to the model of a 

good woman. 

 

WITCHES, WOMEN, COWS AND MILK 

Cows are highly social, observe complex hierarchies and maintain lifelong 

friendships. They are also exceptionally dedicated mothers, even helping the young 

of others and occasionally suckling them. When separated from their young they 

mourn and suffer enduring distress. 

 

 

Video 6: Mother cow protecting calf © Funny and Crazy Videos, 2016. 
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As orderly, motherly, sociable beings, cows have more in common with the ideal of 

an early modern woman, as Purkiss (1995) describes her, than they do with the 

witch. Unlike the cat, who eats her young, the mother cow above understands that 

her infant is under threat and defends him, positioning herself to shield him from 

attackers. She will continue to mourn his loss for weeks, during which time she will 

not only suffer emotional trauma - like a human mother, she will experience breast 

(udder) pain, swelling and the desperate need of release from the milk. For a 

lactating cow, even lying down often presents a problem; as with human breasts, 

engorged udders are not comfortable and are prone to mastitis (Albright and Arave 

1997). This is a situation early modern Scots were clearly familiar with: young 

calves were vulnerable, just as young humans were, testified to by the fact that 

witches, charmers and midwives had the same capacities to treat/harm both.  

Margaret Bane, Lumphanan (KINTORE) 

Execution, 1597 

Bane had a reputation as a midwife, and was consulted about a calf who was not 

suckling, seemingly transferring the calf’s ailment to the woman of the house.  

Marion Layland, Sanday, Orkney 

Strangled and Burnt, 30/5/1638  

Layland had a reputation going back several years. Amongst the accusations against 

her was that she took away both a wet nurse and a cow’s milk. She also performed 

a ritual using a fisherman’s cat (live) to improve his chances of a good catch.  

Partrick Lowrie, Dundonald 

Strangled and burnt, c. 23/7/1605  

Lowrie, a healer of longstanding reputation, was accused of turning milk to blood 

at Beltane. Long-time healer/witch Jean Craig (HADDINGTON; Chapter 6.3), was 

also accused of cursing cows to give blood and taking away the breast milk of 

another woman so that she might take the woman’s children. 

Ellen Gray, Aberdeen (KINTORE) 

Burnt, 4/1597 

Gray was accused of spoiling the milk of cows and women 
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Janet McGown, Dumfries (BUITTLE) 

Strangled and burnt, circa. 5/4/1659 

McGown left a black cleise [cloth] and three blue yarns under a milking cow for 

purposes of malefice. This may have been to harm the cow, but as milking cow is 

specified, it seems likely the attack was on the milk.  

 

Elspeth McEwen, St John’s Town of Dalry (BUITTLE)  

Executed, 24/8/1698  

Henderson and Cowan (2001, 203-4) describe her confession at Kirkcudbright 

tollbooth (BUITTLE) to drawing off milk from others’ cows using a wooden pin. 

Anie Tailzeour (above), Orkney 

Strangled and burned, c. 15/7/1624  

Tailzeour was accused of moving the profit of milk between cows by using three of 

her pubic hairs and breast hairs and three cow tail hairs to do so. A cat wearing her 

face was also seen out wandering with other cats one evening.  

Each of these cases demonstrates one of the three ills that might befall both 

human and cow milk. 

1. Milk was ‘taken away’, normally transferred to another cow who was 

claimed to produce prodigious amounts. Loss of milk is not uncommon in 

either cows or women and is often associated with stress and/or poor 

health. 

2. Milk was turned to blood. This can happen in nature, through damage or 

infection to the nipple/udder or mammary tissues. In cows vomiting is 

extremely rare, but in human infants vomiting blood or breasts expressing 

blood is extremely distressing, even more so for the mother than the child. 

3. Milk was otherwise spoiled.  

Where milk was ‘taken away’ by malefice, a wooden pin was not the only tool 

available. It was more generally considered that this was done using a special 

tether (figure 75). 
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Figure 75: Witch’s tether (coarse, horse hair) used to illicitly transfer milk production from 

one cow to another.  

H. NO 119, 18th/19th century (provenance unknown). Issobell Gowdie confessed to stealing 

milk by this means. 

 

Kirk (2001 [1690-91], 81) described the use of a ‘hair’ tether or a ‘spickot fastened 

in a post’ (i.e. a wooden peg) for this purpose, suggesting that fairies also 

employed similar techniques to steal human food sources. There are further 

indications that fairies shared the witch’s interest in milk: Martin Martin (1999 

[1703], 76) noted that a portion of fresh milk was poured out daily for the brownies 

of 18th century Skye. Martin Martin (1999 [1703], 81-82) also described the 

remaining milk of the bewitched cow-victim: light-weight with very hard curds, and 

unable to churn into butter. The charmed milk and butter were rich in colour. 

However, as van Gent (2009, 160) describes of early modern Sweden, not all bad 

milk was bewitched, just as not all cats were involved in witchcraft – context was 

everything. Certain activities, such as hanging around another person’s cow, 

particularly at an odd time, drew attention.  

The most interesting facet of these cases is that there is interchangeability 

between breast milk and udder milk in accusations: often the witch is said to have 

attacked both or to have moved her attack from one to the other. For each, the 

experience of milk flowing out of the body presented an opportunity for witchcraft 

to enter. That these two milks (and the beings from which they came) knotted 

together in ways unfamiliar within modern ontology is supported by material 
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culture evidence. Just as human beds could be protected by marestones, cow’s 

byres were afforded very similar protection (Figure 73 and 74). Likewise, healing 

stones were employed in similar manners for both humans and cows: 

 

Figure 76: An Ollaberry (Shetland) ‘cattle’ or ‘udder’ charm stone for rubbing on cows © 

National Museums Scotland Licensor www.scran.ac.uk. 

Shetland; 18th/19th century. H.NO 92, a water polished, variegated pebble was used to 

recover the milk of bewitched cows by rubbing it on their udders.  

 

Figure 77: H. NO 91, another example of an udder charm © National Museums Scotland 

Licensor www.scran.ac.uk.  

Ollaberry, Shetland; 18th/19th century.  
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MINGLING OF FLESH: INTERSPECIES TRANSFERENCE  

In Chapter 5 cloth was discussed as a medium of transference – a material with the 

property to retain a connection with a past owner and establish a connection with 

a new one, transferring disease in the process. It retained a connection to their 

disease until it rotted away at rag sites, but it was never, itself, a recipient for the 

disease: cloth/clothing was not other, but rather remained connected to self. 

Sometimes, healers transferred disease (via cloth or otherwise) to another person; 

however, transfer to other species (and between other species) was also an 

ontologically viable option. Marion Peebles (above) was known for this practice. 

The previously mentioned Beatrix Leslie (HADDINGTON) rubbed the shirt of a sick 

woman onto her cow in a healing attempt, the implication that she was attempting 

to surreptitiously move the cow’s illness to someone already in poor health. 

Typically, where the practice was well-meaning disease is transferred into a cat, 

and out of a cow. In cases of malefice, cows frequently become the recipients of 

human disease. 

Helen Small, Cupar 

Unknown, 1649 

Small was accused of witchcraft when a woman with whom she’d quarrelled fell ill. 

After an altercation with the woman’s husband their cow died and the woman 

recovered, the charge being that she had spared the woman, killing the cow in her 

place. 

Andro Man, Talbruith (KINTORE)  

Guilty: outcome unknown, 20/1/1598 

Man (Chapter 6.2) transferred sickness from a man to a cat by passing each through 

a loop of yarn nine times. First the man is passed forward, then the cat is passed 

backwards.  

Cows, like most humans, were not witches but the targets of witchcraft. Those 

cows deemed to have been assaulted by a witch were often given very similar 

treatments to those offered to human patients, and throughout the cases there is a 

pattern which suggests to the witch they were considered interchangeable – where 

milk or health is recovered in one, it invariably comes at the expense of the other. 
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Cows (unlike cats) were even victims of elfshot and treated as human beings were. 

For example, Johnne Brughe (MUCHKART; Chapter 4.12) used his enchanted stones 

to heal elfshot cows. Furthermore, as with concerns for human health, 

apprehension about the vulnerability of cows to witchcraft resulted in cattle wells.  

Slot Well, BUITTLE  

NMRS No: NX86SW 2 

Frequented until at least the late 17th century, visitors attended the well to heal 

their cattle, leaving behind their shackles or tethers. A similar practice was also 

described at the nearby Black Loch (Henderson 2007, 14).  

Holy Well, Kennethmont (KINTORE) 

NMRS No: NJ52NW 5 

As discussed in Chapter 5, this well was reputed to heal animals and children. In 

the case of cattle healing, the cow’s harness was left behind (Donaldson 1791-99, 

76), suggesting that the harness and clothing and/or bodies are correlate in some 

way. 

 

INTERSPECIES MIXING IN LIFE AND DEATH  

Returning to the cat in the wall with this new set of ontological tools, it seems that 

there are many more possibilities than “it was to scare off mice”. The cat may 

have been a cat, or a cat-witch; in either case it was almost certainly a known 

being as opposed to any old cat. It may have been an individual or part of a 

composite woman-cat-witch being; it may well have had some form of personhood. 

This personhood may be residual and slight, echoing that retained by clothing in 

walls, or it may have been entirely unique to cat persons. The cat in the wall might 

also have been part of a blending of beings which incorporated elements of the 

living world and the dead. There are many other examples to consider in the witch 

trials:  
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Bessie Aiken, South Leith (HADDINGTON) 

Guilty, 1597 

Aiken was a professional healer. She made a remedy from drippings collected by 

roasting four or five kittens, which was to be used by rubbing into the patient’s 

skin. Aiken was sentenced to death but successfully petitioned for the lesser 

sentence of banishment as she had given birth whilst in prison.  

Agnes Sampsoune, North Berwick (HADDINGTON) 

Strangled and Burnt, 28/1/1591 

Sampsoune (Chapter 6.3) confessed to throwing a live cat into the sea with joints 

of human flesh attached to each leg in their attempt to sink the royal ship in 1590. 

The cat was expected to swim back; this was not intended to kill it. Margaret 

Alexander, co-accused, was claimed to have mixed ingredients from a corpse, 

corpse powder and a cat (presumably dead) and to have participated in meetings 

at Halloween.  

 

Barbara Scord, Shetland 

Strangled and burnt c. 2/10/1616 

To undo milk transference, Scord advised stirring a sample of milk from the 

afflicted cow with a human finger bone she retained for such purposes, so that she 

might determine who was stealing the milk and affect its return.  

John Philip, Aberdeen (KINTORE)   

Strangled and burnt, 1631 

Philip (Chapter 6.4) treated a sick cow with a belt that had been first wrapped 

around the waist of a dead human infant. 

 

These accounts suggest that the cat may have been contributing a dead element to 

a mixture of beings. The cat is, perhaps, the violently or unnaturally dead, sought 

after for ontologically specific properties (Chapter 6.5), or well-used /intentionally 

‘killed’ like the glove and hat hidden in walls (Chapter 5.3). If so, this raises the 

question, what is the living element? The materiality of the byre may suggest the 

answer. It is a multi-species home, with a rhythm that is more than human, which 

flexes to accommodate and variably contain complex, heterogeneous, material 
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beings as they interact with one another. It is a place, like the rag well, where 

layers are added, altered and subtracted, made and remade, by the comings and 

goings of different beings. Could a home as ‘becoming’, as a way of being (as 

opposed to simply a residence or shelter), possess some of the ontological 

properties of life or personhood? Is control of its boundaries so crucial because, 

somewhere in all the unruly overlaps between beings and ‘things’ there is the 

potential for an overlap with the home – a shared orifice or penetrable skin?  

Malefice can flow from the home into the beings inside, just as it flows through a 

number of other mediums from one being into another (via cloth into tree, human 

or animal others, or via soil at infant burial grounds into human others). Isobel 

Strauthaquhin (KINTORE; Chapter 6.2), transferred the illness from oxen by tying 

them up with a bridle. Whoever released them became the unfortunate recipient 

of their malaise – just like the finders and touchers of rags. She was also accused of 

directing fatal malefice at doorways, afflicting the first person or animal to cross 

or touch the threshold in question.  

Sometimes, a cat is certainly just a cat, and a wall just a wall. But by embedding 

them together, perhaps they conjoin into something more than a witch’s malefice 

or a powerful, polyvalent amulet. Perhaps this becoming is a shared skin which 

loosely holds everything together: a collocation like Bliss’s work of art, in which 

living and dead hides do not collide, but rather layer into one another. The result, 

a very different merging where house + cat equates to an ontologically different 

category of place, rather than the category of house cat (a pet) with which we are 

familiar. The alternative – the rag/clothing in the wall, far from disqualifying this 

interpretation, supports the suggestion that a home is more than the sum of its 

more obvious material parts. The very act of including secret items confirms just 

how much the home’s orifices and their orderliness matter.  
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7.7  The Yoke (Jougs) and the Bridle (Branks) 

It has been argued previously that the Scottish Reformation was both literal in its 

interpretations and radical, resulting in a particularly material conflation of Old 

and New Testaments, producing a form of ‘Biblical totalitarianism’ (Hazlett 2003, 

166-7; McCabe 2011). This lies at the very heart of the ecclesiastical discipline 

culture which emerged with the Reformation, evident in the adoption of the 

sackcloth as a linkage between early modern penitents and deeper biblical time. 

However, there were other discipline artefacts in use – the penitent’s stool 

(Chapter 4.9), and the branks and jougs. These were innovations novel to the 

Reformation period. The jougs and branks were not, however, without precedent: 

they are human iterations of the yoke and bridle (McCabe 2011).  

 

THE HUMAN YOKE 

 

 

Figure 78: A yoke (jougs) for a working bull, Fyvie, Aberdeenshire; 1850-1940. 

 (Marishall Museum: 15908). I metre scale rule (top of image). 
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The Old Testament calls sin the ‘iron yoke’, locating it ‘upon the neck’ (e.g. 

Deuteronomy 28:48), like the yokes of cattle. It has been argued elsewhere that 

the connection between jougs and cattle yokes would have been well recognised by 

early modern sinners, who were invariably disciplined by being dressed in sackcloth 

and made to stand outside the church, in view of all, wearing the jougs (McCabe 

2011). Ministers were not short of inspiration for their sermons – the bible 

repeatedly makes use of images which support the case that jougs are a literal 

manifestation of a biblical idea:  

  ‘14The yoke of my transgressions is bound by his hand: they are wreathed, and 

come up upon my neck...’ (Lamentations 1). 

‘47-8 Because thou servedst not the LORD thy God with joyfulness … [He] shall 

put a yoke of iron upon thy neck, until he have destroyed thee’ (Deuteronomy 28). 



Chapter 7: Cat-Woman-Cow: Where Species Meet 

288 

 

Figure 79: Examples of joug collars. 

They are all designed to be used with a padlock (as at Oxnam). The bull joug also has a ring 

on it suitable for padlocking. Extant jougs are known throughout the Borders, 

Kirkcudbrightshire, Lothians, Fife, Ayrshire, Grampian and Aberdeenshire, many retained 

by parish churches. 

 

The Reformation abolished the very means by which early modern Scots could 

affect their own fate after death, and those of others, from good works to 

purgatory (Todd 2002; Duffy 2005). This left them more vulnerable than ever 

before to the actions and influences of others around them. Disciplining one 

became in the interests of all, when actions in life were recast with the capacity to 

save no one but damn everyone (Douglas 1966, 122-123). In order to shore up their 

collective defences against sin and ensure proper repentance, Scottish Reformers 
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adopted the Matthew 18 model for church discipline almost verbatim (Burnett 

1991; Knox 1972 [1559]). Matthew 18:8 commands:  

8Wherefore if thy hand or thy foote offend thee, cut them off, and cast them 

from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than 

hauing two handes or two feete, to be cast into the euerlasting fire.  

However, it goes on (Matthew 18: 12) to direct that attempts be made to recover 

the sinner: 

‘12How thinke ye? if a man haue an hundred sheepe, and one of them be gone 

astray, doth he not leaue the ninetie and nine, and goeth into the mountaines, 

and seeketh that which is gone astray?’ 

The combined imperatives of protecting the communal entity whilst attempting to 

rehabilitate the sinner through discipline provided the theological structure for the 

use of the jougs. They may have had ‘symbolic’ purpose, signifying to sinner and 

audience, a dehumanised or animal status (McCabe 2011). However, jougs may also 

have been in some way comfortingly familiar (for witnesses, rather than those 

wearing them). The use of the yoke as a machinery for domestication was well 

established within the community. Returning to the cattle themselves, cattle are 

relatively readily domesticated: from birth, the nature of the relationships which 

they form within a herd can extend to include other species. They protect their 

fellow cow beings. They are (now, perhaps not at first prehistoric domestication) 

relatively gentle. Nevertheless, my experience of maintaining discipline in cattle is 

tactile, either in the coming together of sympathetic beings or as a battle of wills. 

In the latter, cows have the physical advantage – hence the need for material 

culture of control.  
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Figure 80: Map showing the current landscape and position of the CAWDOR jougs. 

Jougs are normally readily visible from the church approach, where parishioners could not 

help but notice the disciplined party (McCabe 2011). 

 

50m 
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Figure 81: CAWDOR Parish Church jougs. 

The tower, south aisle and porch to which it is attached date are part of the original 1619 

church. As early as 1769, Pennant (2000, 101) refers to Cawdor jougs as used “in former 

times” commenting that “these penalties are now happily abolished”. 

 

Early modern Scottish communities chose to model their normative sanctions on 

the control of cattle. Dehumanising, perhaps, but also indicative that the many 

sinners (male and female) who experienced them were still very much within the 

community. In an existence where cows, their ways, and their yokes were part of 

everyday life, jougs could have reminded everyone that whilst the sinner may on 

occasion be wayward, stubborn and have to be reminded to work to earn their 

(spiritual) keep, they were ultimately a valued part of the herd.  
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BETWEEN GOOD WOMAN AND WITCH: BRANKS 

Like jougs, the design of branks emerges from animal domestication, in this case, 

the bridle. Branks as a device of punishment entered Scottish dictionaries in 1559, 

the eve of Reformation (Harrison 1998, 115). Again there is evidence from the Bible 

that this is a literal interpretation of a biblical idea.  

 ‘9Be ye not as the horse, or as the mule, which have no understanding: whose 

mouth must be held in with bit and bridle, lest they come near unto thee’ (Psalm 

32). 

1I said, I will take heed to my ways, that I sin not with my tongue: I will keep 

my mouth with a bridle, while the wicked is before me’ (Psalm 39). 

 

 

Figure 82: Two sets of branks. 

Left: Holy Trinity Church, St Andrews. Right: Dunnottar Parish Church, Kincardineshire. 

The bits (mouth-pieces, top right of each image) are very similar, and appear designed to 

depress the tongue, rather than cause injury. 
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Figure 83: Broken remains of the branks from KINTORE Old Church; H. MR 49. 

This design has a simpler, single piece bit. Todd (2002) indicates records of branks from 

across the country, including Dunning (MUCKHART); Stirling (FORTINGALL/MUCKHART) and 

Canongate (HADDINGTON). 

 

Branks, generally held or carried and only occasionally worn, quickly became 

associated with the imperative to hold still the tongues of vicious women (Hartwig 

1982; Boose 1991; McCabe 2011). However, Harrison (1998) observes that in Stirling 

(MUCKHART) concern about loose, slanderous and scolding women did not occur at 

a consistent rate. It rose and fell with witchcraft accusations, peaking with witch 

crazes, and falling out of use entirely just 5 years before the last witch trial in 

Scotland (Harrison 1998). Of the social infractions demanding of branks treatment, 

Harrison (1998, 122) identifies “angry words, accusations and ill wishing” as the 

most common. In witch trial accounts, these are also very commonly the inciting 

incidents argued to have led to acts of witchcraft. Whether or not Harrison’s (1998) 

correlation applies across the country remains to be explored (see Graham 1996 

and Todd 2002 for a selection of examples from around the country). However, 

even the fact that branks were primarily reserved for women exhibiting 

threatening behaviour is enough to argue that there were gender specific concerns 

which encompassed a proportion of otherwise ‘good women’ and female witches. 
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Boose (1991, 195) considers women the weak link in the ‘body politic’, their 

orifices too many and too difficult to control. Unlike jougs, which were for 

domesticating the ordinary populace, branks are indicative of the fluid boundary 

between ordinary women and the female witch. They are not inherently separate 

categories; at some point one merges seamlessly into the other. Matheson (2000, 

49) sees in Reformation Germany a move from reactionary discipline to 

anticipatory. The fact that branks were more frequently threatened than used, and 

held or carried when used than worn, suggests that they were as much anticipatory 

discipline to prevent witches emerging from the bodies of ordinary women as they 

were reactions to flyting and other female transgressions.  

 

7.8  Discussion 

Pearson and Weismantel (2010, 19) lament that in any discussion about animals and 

society the animals “appear only to disappear as we look through them at 

ourselves”. Wilby (2005, 230) in her beautiful evocation of early modern life 

around animals as a source of inspiration for familiars, inadvertently falls into the 

same trap: familiars become archetypes, a class of being removed from the real. 

To conclude that cats are a ‘symbol’ of the ‘wild’ and the witch and ‘cows’ of the 

domesticated, ‘good’ women would be to continue this tradition, therefore, 

animals must be brought back into focus, rather than allowed to fade into human 

culture.  

Firstly, the dichotomy between supposedly ‘wild’ animals (often equated with 

landscape) and domesticated (often automatons, products or machinery) does not 

hold up under scrutiny: a horse (or any other animal being) is not a predictable 

‘biological self’ which can be fitted into one of two camps depending on human 

intervention. Every mammal and bird being I have worked with or encountered 

whilst sailing has engaged in sensitive connections and avoidances, as a decision-

making, (variably) social entity with their own psychology, biography and biological 

aptitudes. They are never ‘landscape’ or ‘livestock’ and always participants in 

unique interspecies relationships, temporary or otherwise (Brandt 2004; Sharpe 
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2005; Argent 2010). Thus, real cats and real cows offer their own interpretations. 

Cats were capable, of their own volition, of undertaking a number of acts which 

fell well within the remit of the witch. Helen Tait’s cat, in addition to hanging 

around a sick child (above) was also accused of suspicious interactions on her 

behalf with someone’s cow – both acts it may well have done, of its own volition: 

 

Video 7: Rescue cat comforts dying cow and loves to hitch a ride on animals © Inside 

Edition, 2016. 

Whilst ‘riding’ is not a common cat behaviour, cat-led association between species is 

frequent as cats can easily access the living spaces of other animal beings and may choose 

to use that opportunity to engage them in positive or negative ways.  

 

Combining observations of cat behaviours with accounts of cat ‘sending’, the 

possibility emerges that the agency of cats could actually outweigh that of a 

woman. Cats operate within their own ranges and times of day (the latter often the 

same times as witches, particularly midnight), and do so in ways which could 

potentially extend the range of a woman to places which she had not, in fact, 

been. It may not even be a cat which she acknowledged to be ‘hers’, but a cat 

which chose to associate with her, or within her space. Whilst Tait (above) was 

ultimately found not guilty, her accusation demonstrates that a cat who spent too 

long around someone else’s dying child or with their cow could effectively beget 

the accusation, conviction and death of its owner. In their actions then, a cat (or 

cats) could draw a woman into a shared two/multi-being personhood - a witch 
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‘collective’, from which said woman may not be able to legally extricate herself 

alive.  

Cats, then, can be accorded not only a significant form of agency when it comes to 

acts of witchcraft, but a form of personhood which overlapped that of a human 

person, to form a heterogeneous, two-body being (or in the case of multiple cats, a 

multiple-body being), in total constituting one witch. That witches and cats are so 

associated need not be because the cat is a ‘symbol’ of the witch – a symbol does 

not emerge before an association. Rather, the synanthropic tendencies of cats 

actively contributed to the characterisation of the female witch, ultimately 

resulting in a sharing and extending of both bodily boundaries to the point where 

shapeshifting into cats and other mergings (dancing cats; humans eating babies 

etc.) made perfect ontological sense.  

Cows were situated across a different boundary between bodies, where animal 

beings encountered the ‘good’ woman. They were likewise constitutive agents in 

the form and permeability of those margins. In a rural, small scale farming 

environment, cows are instrumental to the very understanding of time. Their 

milking routine – dawn and dusk – starts and ends every working day; their annual 

breeding and grazing patterns contributing to the shape of the year. Human hands 

are shared with cows, just as cows share their udders: they are milking-hands and 

milked-udders, the intimate motion internalised by both beings into their 

experience of self. Cows provide for their human family, interacting with men and 

women at different points in their lives and deaths. Their human family equally 

provide for them, but they also consume them – arguably itself a form of being-

blending (Salisbury 2011, 34). Working with cows, it is obvious that they are 

orderly: they maintain their hierarchies with minimal aggression. However, they 

have the capacity - like humans - for waywardness. Cow beings were true ‘animal 

partners’ and the kinship/friendship which they can offer humans was most likely 

offered back -they were protected from witchcraft as such, through the use of 

similar protections afforded human beings (Argent 2010, 157-159; Oma 2010). They 

were a model for (rather than a symbol of) the domestication of sinners.  

Together, these two examples and the many cases of disease transference between 

species confirm that the borders between witches, the common populace and 
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animal beings were permeable at best, where they existed in any tangible form at 

all. The preoccupation of the church with discipline and the parallel destruction of 

cats and witches suggest that Salisbury’s (2011, 146) assertion in reference to 

Medieval Europe, that “once the clear distinctions between the species had 

blurred, humanity became not what you are, but how you act” remains relevant 

well into the early modern period in Scotland. The past is a foreign country - even 

the very local, very recent past (Crabtree 2007, 235; Tarlow 2011, 12).  

The cat in the wall, like any flesh or other ‘thing’, is almost certainly not an 

accident or a cat as we know them, but it is important to consider that it was a 

being. The intramural cat might be many things: a curse; an amulet; a witch; a 

substance/being which infuses into house; or a coming together of dead and living 

things. The changeling/unbaptised infant experienced protracted death, beginning 

before and extending beyond biological expiry, and the rotting rag at the well side 

may be interpreted as a little death of part of a person. The intramural cat may be 

alive and dead, neither, or somewhere between. It may be an extension of human 

personhood or a part of a single multiple-bodied person. It may even be 

interpreted as part of a house-body (Herva 2009). It might be an ally, keeping 

witch cats away (Harte 2001 [1997]), or a foe. Perhaps it had unique properties, 

relational to individual family members/visitors and dependant on their intentions. 

It may be rag/clothing-like or, on occasion, just a regular (from an early modern 

ontological perspective) cat. It may be also pass through stages incorporating a 

sequence of explanations (or multiples - they may not be mutually exclusive), in 

the course of its life and death. The living cats, to which we had to return to get 

here, offer these possibilities, many of which would never be accessible, were the 

study to begin and end with the symbolism of a dead cat.  
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Chapter 8: Conclusion 

 

Throughout this thesis, the argument has been made for an early modern Scotland 

in which the basic ontic categories of the world were fundamentally different, part 

of a multi-species, co-fabricated existence, rather than an exclusively human-

authored past. Furthermore, it has been argued that such ontological alterity is 

best accessed through an analysis of practice. This requires an approach in which 

theory, method and interpretation are ongoing, parallel endeavours developed in 

an iterative manner. The aim of the research was to raise original questions about 

the Scottish witchcraft material through a methodology founded upon the principle 

that ‘things’ (Henare et al 2007b) have the potential to lead us towards 

understanding of the ontological otherworlds from which they emerge. Following 

these ‘things’ has allowed relational taxonomies to be newly (re-)constituted. 

These taxonomies have formed the basis of interpretations which were necessarily 

inspired by ‘disruptions’ – breaks facilitated by modern art – which have helped the 

research to move beyond the confines of modern assumptions about the world.  

Ultimately, in addition to offering a developed methodology for undertaking such a 

study, the research has contributed to the scholarship relating to early modern 

Europe by advancing our understanding of personhood and embodiment (human, 

animal, non-corporeal and otherwise) in this period, both in life and in death. In 

unfolding relational taxonomies to better understand the heterogeneous 

assemblage of early modern Scotland, materials and beings were consistently found 

to shift significantly in ways which elide their differences (by modern standards). 

Inanimate merged into animate, object into subject (Harwood and Ruuska 2012, 

138-9).  
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The in first thematic contribution, Chapter 5 builds on the work of Jones and Cloke 

(2002) in exploring tree places and highlighting overlaps between early modern 

human bodies and tree ‘bodies’. In Chapter 6, the second thematic contribution 

comes from the analysis of infant burial grounds, which adds new layers to Tarlow’s 

(2011) conclusion that death in early modern Britain may be best understood not as 

a moment in time but as protracted social process. Birth and death are 

demonstrated to have been extended and concurrent within the body and life-

course of an unbaptised infant. The third thematic contribution (Chapter 7), is to 

the archaeology of living animals; for example, deriving new interpretations of the 

connection between witches and cats by exploring cats as living beings and 

incorporating their behaviours back into witch trial evidence. 

 

8.1  Strange Ontologies and the Dissolution of Boundaries 

Breaking down modern ontological categories means that even the most apparently 

inviolable distinctions between states, such as organic or inorganic, living and 

inert, cannot be assumed to hold true. For example, special stones came to act 

upon bodies (human and animal and also bodies of water), sometimes harming 

(elfshot), others healing (e.g. udder stones), in ways only explicable through the 

existence of a form of lively knotting (Haraway 2008) between stone, water and 

flesh. Just as a visitor to a well left behind a rag as part of them, stones (arguably 

living stones; Reynolds 2009) carried stories with them of their former existence; 

for example, the tell-tale smoothed-to-perfection feel of a water-worn pebble. In 

doing so, they moved the margins of place with them, not just ‘stones’ but ebb 

stones, kirk stones, hill stone all possessing unique properties derived from their 

find spots. Quartz crystals cross-cut the properties of the category of water, whilst 

water itself broke into subcategories with potentially variable capacities: well 

water, ebb water, corpse water and south running water are all examples. In acting 

upon the body, stones and special water were able to bend place into person in 

unexpected ways, a connection reflected in the possibility of returning to a place 

to ‘seek one’s health’ where it had been lost. This is also evident in the reaction of 

the River Don when Isobel Strauthaquhin used bones to make corpse water. Place 
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and person repeatedly flow into one another; a very different experience of 

embodiment when compared to the modern world.  

Similarly, the bodies of the ambiguous and unbaptised infant dead infused 

themselves into their burial grounds, becoming part of place and harming visitors 

to the site through the contagion grave merels, a collocation of body and place 

which articulates a fundamentally different categorisation of body, being and land. 

Life and death, from this perspective, also cease to be mutually exclusive, at times 

occurring simultaneously. The newborn infant and the infant dead did not possess 

human personhood, but were both locked into a liminal period of protracted birth 

and expiration which ceased only upon baptism into the Christian community. 

Biological death did not end this complex process - their burial between the 

margins of water and land; between the Christian community and the otherworld of 

fairies, normally on almost forgotten holy ground, attests to an ongoing struggle to 

place them both firmly into the same category of being. 

A seemingly unrelated practice, the hanging of rags at (ecclesiastically disowned) 

holy wells, echoes the case of the infant burial ground. Both infant burials and rag 

hanging most often occur at sites of former saintly power. However, the 

similarities go far beyond the superficial. As rags merge into place, healing occurs, 

in contrast to infection. Rags and skin emerge not only as parallel materials, but as 

materials which intermingle, possessing – in their overlap – properties which far 

exceed those they have when viewed separately, as they are in modern ontology. 

The rag touched by a stranger passes the ailment to them, suggesting that the rag 

is responsive (to touch) and reactive, and remains connected to its one time host. 

In many senses, then, early modern cloth can be seen as very like living skin. 

Rather than ‘token deposits’, they may better be interpreted as skin/flesh 

correlates; interchangeable parts of a person which retain a fundamental aspect of 

the person even when remote from the body. It is in this capacity that they can 

become imbricated in place in a way which is reminiscent of the corpse (human, in 

the case of infant burial grounds; non-human in the case of intramural cats). 

As part of a living person left to rot, anonymised by deposition with myriad others, 

the rag comes to possess properties which extend the margins of the body into a 

communal expression of place. However, clothing also appears in more private 
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contexts, for example, hidden within thresholds. This raises a number of questions. 

Was the intentionally damaged intramural garment therefore formerly living and 

now dead? Was it part of a person? If so, in what manner did this connection 

persist? How does the similarly deposited intramural cat fit in? Reflecting back 

upon unbaptised infants and their endurance beyond the grave as ambiguous sub-

human entities, is the intramural garment in fact not dead as we understand it, but 

rather transformed to possess a different (and perhaps more situated and potent) 

type of agency? More problematic still, what if the garment is, like the unbaptised 

infant, in process – neither living nor dead, but straddling the cusp between both 

worlds.  

It is all too easy ultimately to focus upon the human outcomes in any 

archaeological enquiry. For example, looking at intramural cats, it is highly 

probable that once interred, clothing and cats possessed qualities in common, as 

may have all other interred flesh. The methodology of comparing materials which 

share contexts and contrasting the same material as it appears across situations is 

valid but it does not do justice to the strangeness of the data to then revert to 

explanations such as ‘sympathetic magic’ and fail to investigate the cat as cat. A 

deep investigation into the diverse existences of living others is a valuable asset in 

helping us to move away from seeing everything as ‘symbol’ and towards engaging 

with real ontological alterity. The trees at rag sites were more than handy rag 

hangers: from an individual tree to a forest, they were place-makers and time-

makers in their own right. Tree interaction with living visitors and with the rags 

they deposited at sites were crucial to site efficacy: they literally decomposed rags 

and reconstituted them as parts of themselves.  

Likewise, animals participated in the making of place and shaping of time. As 

Ingold (2005, 103) notes, “living beings make their way through the world-in-

becoming rather than across” it: they are participants, not ‘scenery’. In life before 

alarm clocks and electric light, dairy cows determined the routine of daily life; 

cats’ activities (especially their noisy fights) not only occurred during but were a 

constitutive part of the night. In their own ways cats and cows maintained and 

violated social boundaries. Those animals which appear in the witch trials 

(especially as shapeshifters) are typically species known for moving into human 
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spaces, but enquiry must not stop there. A more nuanced understanding of animal 

behaviours derived from years of working with many different species demonstrates 

that they too are not simply empty vessels into which people pour symbolism. 

Animal beings act in both species-specific ways and in ways that are unique to 

them as individuals, just as human personalities are particular to us. Cats also act 

at their own volition, often in spite of human efforts, rather than because of them. 

In any attempt to understand an early modern environment in which animal beings 

were accused of witchcraft and humans were accused of shapeshifting it is not 

sufficient to reduce interpretation to questions of symbolism. The heterogeneous 

assemblage of which they are part is not comprised of inert materials onto which 

early modern people arbitrarily stamped meaning. Ontological correlation is not 

superficial: it arises out of material properties and relationships emergent from 

iterative practices.  

Understanding practice and how materials and animal beings (and/or human ones) 

come to possess parallel properties begins with the first encounter. It should be 

noted, therefore, that through the properties endowed to the body by an ontology 

which accommodates shape-shifting, cats and other species cross-cut the same 

boundaries which clothing negotiates with the skin. The animal-witch being in the 

community can be interpreted as a single being comprised of two species. The 

animal such as the cat, although separate from the accused (and acting it its own 

volition), is effectively a second skin with its own unique properties that contribute 

to the overall potential materiality of the witch being in ways beyond those of a 

human body alone. Clothing, cloth, flesh and living animals found in the wrong 

place were dangerous and polluting, not just because they extended the ever 

theoretically ambiguous ‘influence’ of the witch into private places, but because 

they physically extended something of the body of the witch in real space, just as 

the spreading of Kira O’Reilly’s blood did during her performance (Disruption 2).  

However, as the research has demonstrated, witch bodies and ordinary bodies had 

the same potential capacities. What was unexpected and dangerous was not that 

witches became enmeshed with space, but that they did so in ways that were not 

socially acceptable. In the case of witch trials, animal beings engaged in their own 

endeavours (for example, like those of Oscar the respite cat) and, in doing so, 
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actively behaved in ways which violated both spatial boundaries and bodily ones. A 

cat in the wrong place could be enough to tip the balance for a person from ‘nosy 

neighbour’ to ‘suspected witch’. In addition, the architecture of rag tree sites 

altered seasonally, in part a reflection of the iterative process through which it was 

communally constructed, a layering of people as they extended themselves into 

place. However, it was between times, when the non-human work of the site was 

done, that magic (or ontologically specific potencies) emerged: as trees, plants, 

vertebrates and invertebrates, water courses and weather patterns made their 

multi-agental contributions to the co-fabrication of place, the rags transformed. 

The result was a liminal place which existed in a permanent state of creation and 

decay; the clear ontological relative of the extended simultaneous life and death 

of the unbaptised infant, played out on a larger social scale. At rag sites, remote 

parts of persons mingled in ways which were simultaneously anonymous and 

demonstrate a residual connection to person in the relationships between rotting 

and healing, and in the transference of disease. At infant burial grounds, infant 

bodies (physically whole) with incomplete or sub-personhood similarly polluted 

place and at the same time interacted positively with the agencies of place (for 

the potential salvation of their soul). The sites are comparable: step on the infant 

grave to contract grave merels; remove the rag to contract the infliction of its 

previous owner. Indeed, rag sites might legitimately be interpreted as a pseudo-

burial ground, akin to a mass grave for the dying parts of people. Equally (and 

perhaps in tandem) both also express hope – the hope of restored health at the rag 

site, restored Christian personhood through posthumous salvation at the infant 

burial ground.  

The sackcloth, an entirely ecclesiastical thing, fits seamlessly into the same 

ontological framework as rags when repositioned within the taxonomy of powerful 

fabrics and clothing. We have been too quick to designate sackcloths as 

ecclesiastical artefacts (including but not limited to other discipline objects; for 

example, communion wares or church pews). They can, though, be understood in 

different terms as a substance into which parts of person might be absorbed (sin, 

rather than disease), a communal construction, and a medium through which such 

parts might be transferred from person to person and/or carried through non-linear 

time. Indeed, non-linear time is a recurring theme throughout the chapters, where 
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time is flexed over the landscape in inconsistent ways, shaped not by human 

instruments, but by the seasonal life-courses of animals and trees, the restoration 

of biblical time (for example, in the presence of the sackcloth) and the activities of 

witches and fairies.  

Fairies significantly problematise the boundaries between species and places and 

across times within the early modern ontology. Although normally invisible, they 

were beings with whom humans shared aspects of their embodiment. Some of 

these were experienced in life; for example, the shared capacity to use elfshot, 

interspecies procreation, and the mutual need of human and cow milk. Other traits 

were evident only in untimely death (such as murder or the death of unbaptised 

infants): flying, and the cessation of aging, for example. Finally, and of great 

interest, are those traits which emerge specifically from the interstices between 

life and death – the points where mortals may enter into the earth with them due 

to circumstantial vulnerability (such as immediately after childbirth). It is at these 

points that humans invariably receive gifts from the fairies, whether items (like 

Bessie Dunlop’s green thread, Chapter 6.3) or skills such as healing. In these 

accounts humans temporarily possess one of the most ontologically fascinating 

qualities of the fairies: the ability to move into and out of the land in ways which 

suggest that they were considered part of it. In this articulation, body and land 

appear volatile, and insufficiently bounded.  

Signs of violence are, Fowler (2004, 128) argues, signs of the regulation of social 

boundaries and of how personhood is attained. In the treatment of infant remains, 

the intentional damage of intramural clothing, the walling up of cats, and the use 

of jougs and branks against the sinning populace, signs of violence are everywhere. 

This evidence suggests that to be an early modern Scottish person (and especially 

to be a woman, the primary target of witchcraft accusations) was not to be an 

immutable or singular thing. The boundaries of the person were brought into being 

through continual practice, the margins redrawn and reinforced regularly 

(Crossland 2010, 395; Salisbury 2011, 146). They were not defined by, nor did they 

always closely overlay, the biological skin. Even in the case of ordinary, non-

witchcraft associated people, cow wellbeing was intimately bound into that of 

socially good women and mothers and all too easily overlapped; another point on 
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the spectrum of embodiment where cats and witches intersect. In a time of 

eschatological panic – thanks to the Reformers’ denouncement of traditional means 

of salvation – it is little wonder that a culture of discipline emerged which drew 

directly upon the domestication of animals. Branks and jougs, though seeming 

brutal by modern standards, are things born as much of hope as of desperation: 

they speak to a problem which can be fixed; a waywardness which could still be 

reined in. People even confessed to things they would never be caught for, such as 

marital sex on taboo days (Todd 2002, 170-171): maintaining community spiritual 

health was a serious endeavour. Witches, far beyond redemptive measures, could 

not be ignored and required handling with greater finality.  

 

8.2  Reflections on ‘Things’ and ‘Disruptions’ 

Whilst the methodology underpinning the thesis is unorthodox, it has been 

successful in a number of ways. Fowler (2004, 159-160) argues that one of the 

difficulties with addressing personhood in the past is that one of the key features 

must be the pairing of an approach to parts and wholes with the recognition that 

“conceptions of what constitutes a part and a whole are themselves contextual”. 

Ultimately the relational taxonomies put together in this work (and in any other) 

remain modern constructions, but that does not invalidate the attempt. The 

research has proceeded in such a way that taxonomies have been allowed to 

emerge through the placing of things in relation to each other in context. These 

taxonomies sketch different lines upon the world from which alterity can emerge 

with an ontological consistency that ‘makes sense’, allowing the strangeness of the 

witch trial accounts to flow through the project, rather than being ironed out by it. 

Stripping everything back, as far as is possible, to bare and uncategorised ‘things’ 

is a valid exercise. Henare et al (2007a) may prefer to then reconstitute these into 

possible alternative parts and wholes using ethnographic analogy; however, insight 

from another culture is ultimately no more relevant than that of a contemporary 

artist: alterity can be found in many places.  
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Neither anthropological parallel nor ‘disruption’ can simply be superimposed upon 

the past as an interpretative framework. Indeed, contemporary art engagements 

demand that disruptions be used only as an investigative tool – a source of 

inspiration and questions – as they are often raw, the impression that they leave 

decipherable only in their detailed unpicking. This is arguably a strength that this 

source of inspiration has over anthropological correlates, for the latter may be 

implanted wholesale upon past cultures too easily (for an example, see Wilby 

2011). We will never know for certain the exact nature of personhood and 

embodiment experiences in early modern Scotland; however, the deeply iterative 

enactment of entwining theory, method and interpretation with wide-ranging 

evidence of material practice itself represents a framework which could be 

adapted for use in many historical contexts.  

It might be argued that the transferability of the method is hampered by its 

reliance on the particular experiences of the author: half a life-time of dance 

lessons, working with animals and engaging in art practices, for example, 

facilitated the engagements discussed throughout the thesis in ways which would 

not be immediately replicable. However, while these particular experiences have 

played a crucial role in the research presented in this thesis, they are not in 

themselves necessary to the method. Future scholars looking to adapt the 

methodology will find strengths in their own experiences: disruptions can and 

should be encountered anywhere from which emerges the inspiration to engage 

with the material world in different ways.  

 

8.3  Future Thematic Directions for Research  

Throughout the thesis care has been taken to note the fate of those accused of 

witchcraft. In the majority of the cases discussed here this was execution, normally 

a double death – strangulation and then burning. What of the others? Unlike scolds 

and other disciplined women, witches were beyond the reach of acts of re-inclusion 

into the community. Like cats they could not be disciplined (cats cannot, for the 

most part, be made to comply with human will), and as such, they were not 
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subjected to jougs or branks. Harrison (1998, 118-9) posits that the difference was 

one of nature. Most women were punished for specific incidents such as quarrels; 

witches were considered to be inherently altered, like Bildhauer’s composite 

monsters (2003, 82), forever subsumed into a new category of being. They could 

not be brought back, and their destruction was again parallel to that of cats, also 

destroyed in great numbers during the early modern period (Kalof 2007, 112-115). 

How then, if at all, did the formerly accused reintegrate into their communities 

and what material evidence might remain? Paterson (2013) begins the work of 

following up on the remains of those executed, but many questions are yet 

unanswered: what were the properties of the witch corpse (or dead witch being) 

which required the destruction of the body, and how do these fit into the wider 

discussion? Were they buried, as folk memory suggests, at execution sites like the 

Witch Pot (KINTORE) and do these sites actively share or avoid aspects in common 

with infant burial grounds? Why do places exist such as McNeiven’s Craig 

(FORTINGALL and MUCKHART), Chanonry Ness Cross (CAWDOR) and Maggie Wall’s 

Monument (Dunning, MUCKHART) which claim to be burial sites, yet there is little 

to no evidence of the named witches to which these sites are attached? Were witch 

remains ever viewed or used positively, as were grave water and hanged men’s 

hands (Tarlow 2011, 168-169)? 

Though addressing a number of questions about the ontological capacities of 

witches, this thesis also raises many more: an investigation into the materiality of 

dogs may provide significant insight into why men and the devil were so frequently 

associated with dogs (and very seldom cats). Other species, such as deer 

(especially stags) might also be further investigated. Furthermore, there would be 

merit in exploring how the slow incorporation of elements of elite demonology fits 

into and/or alters the existing ontology. Examples might include an exploration of 

the devil’s mark (for historical approach see MacDonald 2002c), incorporating the 

material culture of searching for the mark with an approach sensitive to the 

embodied experience of being subjected to bodily search, or an exploration of how 

sex with the devil reveals the material properties of the witch’s body and its 

boundaries.  
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Future comparative studies at more local scales would allow a different level of 

resolution, potentially offering valuable nuances. For example, there are almost 

certainly differences between coastal communities and inland agricultural ones in 

terms of practices, though in the course of this study similarities were more 

prevalent. Goodare (2008, 30) claims that “at present the Scots seem to have been 

distinctive for treating the weather as a natural phenomenon”. He bases this on a 

farmer’s relationship with the weather, documented in ‘The Chronicle of Fortirgal’ 

[FORTINGALL] (Innes 1885). However, in coastal communities the influence of 

witches upon the weather is well documented in the trial accounts, including those 

of Issobell Gowdie and the infamous North Berwick witches. This highlights a 

potential case for geographical differences within the ontological framework of 

early modern Scotland. This is not a return to the Highland/Lowland question, but 

one rooted in lifeways and dwelling (Ingold 2000). Even subtle changes and their 

resulting experience of the body and being may be noticeably different. Many of 

the accused witches in this thesis were male; however, their bodies do not emerge 

as any more problematic than the ordinary body, for the most part (for recent 

advances, see Apps and Gow 2003; Goodare 2009; Rowlands 2009). The ocean is 

vast and unrelenting, requiring its own charms and demanding its own way of being 

in the world – a fisherman’s way, and an opening for deeper discussion of 

problematic male bodies, including (predominantly male) seers and the shipwreck 

victims interred in infant burial grounds (Paolisso 2003; Henderson 2007, 13; Cowan 

2009). Such studies might also incorporate a deeper discussion of the role of 

weather – storms and whirlwinds in particular appearing frequently in witch trial 

accounts in ways which problematise the capacities of the human body, blasting by 

an evil fairy wind being one such example. Future research might also extend these 

and other research questions into the early part of the modern period. There is 

much evidence which suggests many of the practices documented persisted into 

the 19th century (Cowan and Henderson 2002, 216; Davies and de Blécourt 2004a, 

2; Henderson 2006, 52-53; van Gent 2009, 1). 

Many materials were not included in this study due to lack of space, the most 

significant omission of which is metal. The pins and coins left at wells, the iron of 

knives and other things appearing in trial accounts as having been used to protect 

against the fairies, the pins stuck into the calf’s heart from Dalkeith, and the jougs 
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and branks all share a material with its own specific ontological properties. Like 

cloth or stone, undoubtedly there are many layers to metal to be peeled back to 

reveal how it forms and cross-cuts ontological categories. Fire would make a very 

useful and interesting companion to metal in such a study: in the trial 

documentation it is fire and metal which destroy changelings and frighten fairies: 

the two are intimately related. Metal is forged in fire. Just as the river-tumbled 

stone retains a connection with water, metal and fire may prove to possess 

meaningful and enduring linkages in their ontologically specific materialities.  

Those studying witchcraft in other early modern European countries applying a 

similar approach may discover comparable or contrasting material within their 

research environment. However, this would have to be done from the ground up, 

even if working from the apparently same ‘things’ through the apparently same 

contexts. Alberti and Marshall (2009, 354) offer this warning:  

“relational ontologies ought to be singularities emergent from specific data and 

contexts rather than general frameworks applied to all cases, and the specific 

confluence of theories (archaeological and otherwise) will enable non-predictable 

materially different pasts to emerge.” 

This thesis does not, therefore, offer a transferable model of early modern 

ontology. Rather it offers a specific case study and a general template for working 

through materials towards ontological alterity in the past. If the search is for a 

multi-authored past, then due consideration must be given in all instances to the 

specific materialities of all those contributing to any given ‘thing’, body or place as 

it is enacted in practice. A situated response to material from the witch trials in 

England, Sweden, or Germany should ultimately emerge to be different, in varying 

degrees to this Scottish example, for it is not a definitive answer. It is, instead, a 

call to incorporate new categories of material; to ask new questions; and to ask 

those questions in new ways.  
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