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In 1529, in Dijon, a certain M. du Tillet found himself on the wrong side of the fools.  

A prominent local figure who might otherwise have expected some respect, he was 

subjected to the humiliation of being paraded through the town sitting backwards on 

an ass.  He was accompanied by members of the local Société Joyeuse (fool society), 

the Infanterie Dijonnaise, all dressed as fools and who performed a series of „jeux‟ 

(little plays mocking Du Tillet) under the direction of their formidable leader Mére 

Folle (Mother Folly) (Welsford 1935: 205). 

Du Tillet’s punishment is interesting for several reasons.  First, it resulted not from 

any ‘formal’ legal process, but from rules enforced by the Infanterie itself - one of 

many such groups that developed in Europe from the 14
th

 century onwards
1
.  Second, 

du Tillet’s ‘crimes’ were both ‘domestic’: first, he was from Paris and thus an outsider 

(the more serious offence), and, second, he had beaten his wife in the month of May.  

Third, the whole process was one of inversion: it was the world turned upside down 

and back to front, men were women, women were on top, and social hierarchies were 

                                                 
1
 The Sociétés Joyeuses had various identities, some of which reflected their crypto-

judicial status.  Many were called ‘Abbeys’ and/or ‘Kingdoms’ others were made up 

of professional groups, particularly the Parisian La Basoche made up of law-clerks 

(Lenient 1883, Welsford 1935). 



reversed (Zemon Davis 1975, Babcock 1978).  Mére Folle herself, was a man dressed 

a female fool. 

Whilst all this is interesting in itself, its importance here stems from two features of 

the Sociétés Joyeuses: their semi-official sanction by the authorities and their 

engagement with issues of gender.  These aspects are notable because at the time the 

figure of the Fool was one closely associated with the Devil.  Indeed, the Fool’s 

capacity to lead ‘misrule’, to disrupt and invert social norms, was based precisely on 

this association.  By itself this might only be of passing interest, were it not that for 

another section of the same society such activities and associations were more likely 

to lead to the stake.  Demonic fools, this is to say, were good for a laugh, while 

devilish witches had to burn. 

 

Disciplining the “beste imparfaicte” 

One obvious explanation for this disparity is that fools were mainly men, witches 

mainly women.  And there is no doubt that the savagery of the witch-crazes can partly 

be attributed to an ingrained misogyny (Easlea 1980, Federici 2004). But to suggest 

that the witch-crazes were simply an assault on women both misses the strange 

tolerance of the fools and in any case is contradicted by the numbers.  First, not all 

witches were women: some 20-25% of all European witches were men or boys and in 

some places were the majority (Goodare 2009).  By the same token, not all fools were 

men. Although the Sociétés Joyeuses were essentially men-only clubs, the Fool as a 

literary and philosophical figure and in the form of real domestic and/or court fools 

was often female.  Perhaps the most famous fool of all – Stultitia, Folly herself in 

Erasmus’ Moriae Encomium – was a demi-goddess (Erasmus 1511). 

Whilst the issue of gender was therefore central to both the witches and the fools, in 

neither case was it straightforward.  The medieval fool emerges from the traditional 

Feast of Fools, itself an inheritor of the Saturnalian feasts of the classical world 

(Welsford 1935, Billington 1984).  This consisted of a few days of drunken excess 

during which children would be elected as bishops and naked peasants held mock 

masses in the church: little wonder that ecclesiastical authorities sought to ban it 

(Welsford 1935).  The Sociétés Joyeuses were one consequence of this ban – a tamer, 

bourgeois, secular version of the Feast of Fools. 



Another earlier manifestation of misrule gave the Sociétés Joyeuses their obsession 

with gender and sexuality.  As Zemon Davis (1975) demonstrated with respect to 

France, many Sociétés Joyeuses were urban versions of traditional rural youth 

societies.  Adolescent men adopted the guise of the sexually ambiguous fool and 

formed societies whose primary purpose was the regulation of local procreation.  

Their activities were aimed at ‘unruly women’ whose sexual appetites – widely held 

to be insatiable – would disrupt the stability of local society unless held in check.  

Ceremonies such as that imposed on M. du Tillet, the charivari, were used to 

humiliate men dominated by their wives, to mock widows or widowers who remarried 

younger single partners, and other ‘crimes’ against gender and sexual propriety 

(Zemon Davis 1975)
2
. As this suggests, one of the main functions of ‘misrule’ of all 

kinds was to reinforce precisely the social norms it purported to disrupt.   

Witches too were ‘unruly women’, but there was nothing playful about their 

treatment.  While fools could cross-dress, invoke the devil and ape authority, the 

construction of witchcraft was quite different.  Like all women at the time witches 

were regarded as ‘bestes imparfaicte’ (imperfect animals) (Zemon Davis 1975: 124).  

But unlike their younger counterparts in the Sociétés Joyeuses, witches were routinely 

portrayed as ‘hags’: older, marginal, ugly, animalistic women who had made personal 

pacts with the Devil.  Those describing the characteristics of witches during the 

witch-hunts (e.g. French jurist Jean Bodin (1580)), drew on long-standing traditions 

of rural ‘magic’: that practiced by the ‘cunning folk’ (Davies 1999) and a more 

generalized practice of ‘cursing’ (Thomas 1971).   Whilst neither activity was 

particular to older women, a combination of existing popular mythologies and such 

women’s established marginality allowed them to easily become scapegoated for such 

problems as poor harvests, dying cattle, stillbirths, inclement weather and other 

inexplicable phenomena. Contemporary commentators were clearly well aware that 

the ‘standard’ female witch they described in their treatises was not universally 

applicable – indeed most explicitly address the apparent anomaly of the ‘male’ witch. 

King James VI of Scotland (later James I of Great Britain) in his book on 

Daemonologie (1597), for example, deals with it as follows in the ‘dialogue’ between 

his protagonists Philomathes and Epistemon: 

                                                 
2
 M. du Tillet was unlucky in that he had beaten his wife during the month of May.  

From the Romans the fools inherited the idea that May was sacred to the Goddess 

Flora – and therefore to women in general.  



PHI. […] What can be the cause that there are twentie women giuen to 

that craft, where ther is one man? 

EPI. The reason is easie, for as that sexe is frailer then man is, so is it 

easier to be intrapped in these grosse snares of the Deuill, as was ouer 

well proued to be true, by the Serpents deceiuing of Eua [Eve] at the 

beginning, which makes him the homelier with that sexe sensine.
3
 

 

It is clear from such statements that even those involved in the witch-hunts (James 

had been a witch-finder himself in the 1590s (Clark 1977)) were well aware that they 

were promoting a norm of the female witch rather than anything factually accurate.   

The key difference between the treatment of the witches and the fools seems to be less 

gender as such, than sexuality.  Whilst the fools policed the sexual propriety of the 

younger generations, one of the key crimes of the witches seems to have been to 

intervene in the ‘normal’ sexual relationships of their neighbours.  Witches sabbats 

were believed to combine orgiastic sexuality, potions and incantations intended to 

disrupt ‘normal’ sexual relations, magical ointments made from murdered, pre-

baptised children, and other anti-sexual anti-procreative crimes.  In particular, witches 

were routinely accused of making men impotent or even of magically removing a 

man’s penis altogether (cf. Maxwell-Stuart 2007:150).   

 

The Devil‟s Work 

The capacity of the witch to carry out such vile deeds depended entirely on ‘her’ 

compact with the Devil.  Such ‘powers’ as a witch had came as gifts from her 

demonic paramours so that the witch’s relationship with the Devil took the form of a 

series of ‘contracts’: indeed, key focus of many witch trials was the confession of this 

personal relationship with the Devil.  Witches were reputed to be paid for their 

labours, both with magical powers and with gold – albeit Devil’s gold that would turn 

to excrement by the morning.  In addition to overtones of prostitution, the contractual 

nature of these relationships is important in the construction of the witch.  She sells 

herself willingly in return for power and wealth.  She is both willing perpetrator and 

                                                 
3
 Available at: http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/25929 (accessed July 29, 2012).  

Compare with the Malleus Maleficarum, Maxwell-Stuart 2007:75. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/25929


duped victim and above all, perhaps, she exhibits the ‘logical’ extension of unchecked 

femininity. 

The Fool’s relationship with the Devil is older and more complex than that of the 

witch.  Even before the active assertion of the ‘reality’ of the Devil during the later 

Middle Ages (Russell 1984), Fool and Devil shared a common ancestor in the 

‘trickster’ (Radin 1956, Williams 1979).  All human societies have trickster stories, 

and in all cases trickster transgresses boundaries between good and evil, right and 

wrong, heaven and earth, real and supernatural.  He (less commonly, she) is usually a 

wickedly comic character, capricious and unpredictable, and often ends up the victim 

of his own tricks.   

The clearest articulation of this is the figure of the ‘Vice’ that appears in the annual 

‘mystery plays’ in many parts of medieval Europe (Cushman 1900, Busby 1923, De 

Vries 1998).  The Vice is a complex character that is both Devil and Fool – often, for 

example, bearing the name of Satan while dressed in the motley
4
.  Mystery plays 

routinely contained several Vice figures embodying aspects of human folly – e.g. 

Haphazard, Ambidexter, Lust, Riot (Cushman 1900).  They also embodied negative 

and sexualised concepts: ‘Nought’, for example, was a common name for a Vice/fool 

and carried multiple connotations of both heretical nothingness and female genitalia 

(Cushman 1900, Colie 1966).  Vice figures were not generally ‘written’ characters, 

but extemporized, addressing many of their remarks directly at the audience.  In 

addition to any moral message they might have imparted, they were used to keep the 

audience engaged simply because, as De Vries put it, ‘evil is fun’ (1998:471).   

Although the Vice represented the Devil for the benefit of ‘the vulgar mind’ (Busby 

1923:27) and despite the close association of the fool with evil, a distinction was 

always maintained.  As Cushman argued (1900:62),  

The devil and Vice are…related in so far as all evil in society originates 

with the devil, but, as dramatic figures, they are distinct.  …The 

Vice…is an ethical person, he is an allegorical representation of human 

weaknesses and vices, in short the summation of the Deadly Sins. 

                                                 
4
 The multicoloured dress of the fool, the ‘motley’, represents the ambiguity of the 

character.  Until relatively recently, striped cloth was known as ‘the Devil’s cloth’ in 

recognition of its other connotations (cf. Pastoreau 2001). 



Given widespread belief at the time in the reality of the Devil, this may seem a thin 

distinction.  But whilst the Fool in all his/her many guises thrived throughout the 

Reformation, the witches continued to be persecuted in spite of increasingly vocal 

doubts as to their very existence. 

 

The paradox of the witch 

There may be many reasons for the curious tolerance of the devilish Fool, but above 

all others ‘he’ seems to have sat comfortably with a contemporary fashion for 

‘paradoxy’ (Colie 1966).  At a time of violent political change, religious strife and 

social upheaval the Fool was able to provide a critical and oppositional voice that few 

others dared emulate.  As Colie argued in her Paradoxica Epidemica (1966:38): 

The paradox does not commit itself, nor does the paradoxist: another 

reason why in the melee of Renaissance ideas, there was a paradoxical 

epidemic, affording man the chance to postpone a philosophical or 

religious choice he might live to regret.   

The paradox of the Fool was many-layered.  The Fool was ‘nothing’ and yet, 

particularly as the ‘Court Fool’ was integral to government.  The Fool was (or played) 

an idiot and yet as the ‘wise fool’ could speak a divine (or devilish) truth.  The Fool 

was demonic but, like the Feast of Fools, stood as a reminder of divinely ordained 

hierarchies and structures.  Above all, the Fool represented but was not a threat. 

And here lies the fundamental paradox of the witch – ‘she’ was not a threat either 

(indeed far less so), but was taken to constitute one anyway.  Whatever traditional 

magic and cursing might have contributed, the ‘evidence’ used to convict and execute 

the many thousands of ‘witches’ was entirely fabricated: but witches were politically 

necessary whether they were ‘real’ or not.  It is for this reason perhaps that the 

witches were portrayed in such unequivocal terms – they had to be the ultimate 

articulations of pure evil in a society for which the Devil was both a daily reality and 

a potent political tool (Bodin 1580).  As such, witches were denied the paradoxical 

ambivalence from which the fools derived their license. 

The Fools themselves were only occasionally effective oppositional elements.  For the 

most part, as literary characters and as the formally sanctioned Sociétés Joyeuses, 

their role was to reinforce systems of power.  However, some did develop into 

effective political organisations.  In 1630, for example, the same Infanterie 



Dijonnaise that tormented du Tillet, led an uprising against royal tax officers in the 

form of masquerade which caused sufficient official outrage that the society, ‘was 

abolished by an angry and obscene royal edict’ (Zemon Davis, 1975: 119).   

The separation of demonic fool and devilish witch produced some strange 

contradictions in the late Middle Ages. James VI, for example, was both a witch-

hunter and kept a trusted court fool – the decidedly diabolical Archie Armstrong.  

However what seems even stranger is the extent to which we maintain this separation 

even now.  Despite being stock literary characters for hundreds of years, and the 

subject of extensive (separate) historical and anthropological research, witch and fool 

only very rarely appear together, as it were, on the same page: let alone in the same 

book
5
.  We look back in horror at the treatment of the witch, unaware perhaps that we 

maintain the contrived distinction that made ‘her’ persecution possible in the first 

place. 

 

  

                                                 
5

 One of the few writers who brings them together in a meaningful and 

knowledgeable way is Terry Pratchett in his novel Wyrd Sisters (1988). 
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