
the discovery of witches matthew
hopkins
the discovery of witches matthew hopkins represents a significant and dark chapter in
English history, particularly during the mid-17th century. Matthew Hopkins, known as the
"Witchfinder General," was responsible for one of the most intense and infamous witch
hunts in England. His activities between 1644 and 1647 led to the trial and execution of
numerous alleged witches, profoundly impacting public perception and legal practices
regarding witchcraft. This article explores Hopkins’ role in the witch hunts, the historical
context of his actions, the methods he employed during his investigations, and the broader
consequences of his campaign. By examining these aspects, one gains a deeper
understanding of both the man and the turbulent era that allowed such events to unfold.
The following sections provide a detailed overview of Matthew Hopkins' life, his witch-
finding methods, and the legacy of his discovery of witches.
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Matthew Hopkins’ Role as Witchfinder General

Methods Used in the Discovery of Witches

Notable Witch Trials and Cases

Impact and Legacy of Matthew Hopkins’ Witch Hunts

Historical Context of Matthew Hopkins
Understanding the discovery of witches Matthew Hopkins conducted requires situating his
actions within the broader historical and social context of 17th century England. This
period was characterized by political turmoil, religious conflict, and widespread
superstition. The English Civil War (1642–1651) created an environment of fear and
uncertainty, which often led to scapegoating vulnerable individuals, particularly women,
accused of witchcraft. The legal framework regarding witchcraft was evolving, and while
witch trials were not uncommon, the scale and intensity of prosecutions during Hopkins’
time were unprecedented.

Political and Religious Turmoil
The English Civil War exacerbated fears of social disorder and divine punishment, often
attributed to witchcraft. Different religious factions viewed witches as agents of Satan,
threatening the moral and spiritual fabric of society. This heightened anxiety created
fertile ground for witch hunts, as communities sought to root out perceived evil influences.



Legal Framework and Witchcraft Laws
Witchcraft was a criminal offense under English law, primarily governed by the Witchcraft
Act of 1604. This legislation made witchcraft a capital crime, punishable by death.
However, prosecutions were relatively rare and required substantial evidence. Matthew
Hopkins capitalized on the existing laws but introduced more aggressive methods to
identify and prosecute witches.

Matthew Hopkins’ Role as Witchfinder General
Matthew Hopkins emerged as a self-appointed "Witchfinder General," a title he adopted to
formalize his role in identifying witches. Despite having no official government
appointment, Hopkins became the most prominent figure in English witch hunts during his
brief but intense period of activity. His influence extended across several counties, where
his campaigns led to numerous arrests and executions.

Background and Rise to Prominence
Hopkins was born around 1620 and initially worked as a lawyer or legal assistant, which
provided him with knowledge of the judicial system. In 1644, he began offering his
services as a witch hunter, claiming expertise in detecting witches. His rise was swift due
to the demand for witch hunters amid growing public fear and the support of local
magistrates.

Authority and Operations
Although Hopkins had no official commission, he convinced local authorities to allow him
and his associates to conduct investigations. He traveled extensively, charging fees for his
services, which sometimes amounted to a lucrative business. His operations were marked
by the rapid identification and prosecution of suspects, often bypassing traditional legal
safeguards.

Methods Used in the Discovery of Witches
The discovery of witches Matthew Hopkins conducted relied on a combination of
interrogation techniques, physical examinations, and superstitions prevalent at the time.
These methods were designed to extract confessions and identify supposed signs of
witchcraft, often under severe duress.

Physical Examinations
Hopkins and his team performed invasive searches for "witch marks," believed to be
marks or blemishes where the devil supposedly fed from the witch’s body. The presence of
such marks was considered conclusive evidence of witchcraft. This practice involved



stripping suspects and inspecting them thoroughly, often causing humiliation and trauma.

Sleep Deprivation and Interrogation
One of Hopkins’ notorious methods was subjecting suspects to prolonged periods of
sleeplessness, sometimes up to 36 hours, to break down their resistance. Combined with
intense interrogations and leading questions, this often resulted in false confessions. Such
tactics exploited psychological and physical vulnerabilities under the guise of extracting
the truth.

Swimming Test and Other Trials
Hopkins also employed the "swimming test," where suspects were bound and thrown into
water. It was believed that water, being pure, would reject witches, causing them to float.
Conversely, innocent people would sink. This test was dangerous and frequently fatal.
Alongside this, Hopkins used other superstitious trials and interpretations to confirm
accusations.

Inspection for witch marks

Sleep deprivation

Interrogation and forced confessions

The swimming test

Use of familiars and devil’s imps as evidence

Notable Witch Trials and Cases
Matthew Hopkins was involved in numerous witch trials, many of which ended in
execution by hanging. Some of these cases became infamous for their brutality and the
questionable evidence presented. These trials highlight the human cost of Hopkins’ witch-
finding campaign.

The Essex Witch Trials
Essex was the epicenter of Hopkins’ witch hunts. Between 1645 and 1647, over 100
people were accused, and at least 40 were executed. The trials in towns like Chelmsford
and Manningtree became emblematic of the hysteria and judicial excesses associated with
Hopkins. Accusations often stemmed from local disputes or personal vendettas.



Individual Cases
Among the accused were women such as Anne Chapman, Elizabeth Clarke, and Rebecca
West, who were subjected to Hopkins’ methods and ultimately executed. These cases
illustrate the vulnerability of women, particularly those who were elderly, widowed, or
socially marginalized, during the witch hunts.

Impact and Legacy of Matthew Hopkins’ Witch
Hunts
The discovery of witches Matthew Hopkins led to lasting consequences for English society
and the legal treatment of witchcraft. His actions intensified fear and suspicion but also
eventually prompted skepticism and reforms.

Social and Cultural Impact
Hopkins’ witch hunts contributed to a climate of fear and paranoia, disrupting
communities and fostering mistrust. The targeting of vulnerable individuals underlined the
dangers of superstition and unchecked authority. The widespread executions left a legacy
of trauma and injustice.

Legal and Historical Legacy
Following Hopkins’ death in 1647, criticism of his methods grew, and the intensity of
witch hunts declined. His activities exposed the flaws in the legal processes for witchcraft
accusations, leading to more rigorous standards of evidence and skepticism toward witch-
hunting. Historically, Hopkins remains a symbol of persecution driven by fear and
misinformation.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Matthew Hopkins in 'A Discovery of Witches'?
Matthew Hopkins is a historical figure portrayed in 'A Discovery of Witches' as the
infamous Witchfinder General during the English Civil War, known for his role in the
persecution of witches.

How is Matthew Hopkins depicted in the TV series 'A
Discovery of Witches'?
In the TV series, Matthew Hopkins is depicted as a ruthless and fanatical witch hunter
who poses a significant threat to the main characters, particularly Diana Bishop.



Is Matthew Hopkins a real historical figure featured in
'A Discovery of Witches'?
Yes, Matthew Hopkins was a real person in 17th-century England known for leading witch
hunts, and 'A Discovery of Witches' incorporates his character into its fictional narrative.

What role does Matthew Hopkins play in the plot of 'A
Discovery of Witches'?
Matthew Hopkins serves as an antagonist whose witch-hunting activities create danger
and tension for the witches and other supernatural beings in the story.

Does 'A Discovery of Witches' explore the historical
accuracy of Matthew Hopkins' witch hunts?
'A Discovery of Witches' blends historical facts with fantasy elements, portraying Matthew
Hopkins’ witch hunts with some historical basis but also fictionalized details to fit the
narrative.

How does Matthew Hopkins affect the main characters
in 'A Discovery of Witches'?
Matthew Hopkins' witch-hunting campaigns threaten the safety of witches like Diana
Bishop, driving key conflicts and influencing their actions throughout the story.

Are there any significant scenes involving Matthew
Hopkins in 'A Discovery of Witches'?
Yes, several intense scenes depict Matthew Hopkins conducting interrogations and witch
trials, highlighting his menacing presence and the peril faced by witches in the series.

Additional Resources
1. The Discovery of Witches by Matthew Hopkins
This is the original pamphlet published in 1647 by Matthew Hopkins, England’s infamous
Witchfinder General. It details his methods of identifying witches during the English Civil
War era and provides insight into the hysteria and fear that gripped 17th-century England.
The text offers a chilling look at early witch trials and the social dynamics that fueled
them.

2. Witchfinder General: The Life and Crimes of Matthew Hopkins by Malcolm Gaskill
This biography explores the life of Matthew Hopkins, shedding light on his rise to
notoriety as the Witchfinder General. It places his actions within the broader context of
the English Civil War and examines the psychological and social factors behind the witch
hunts. Gaskill provides a balanced perspective on Hopkins’ legacy and the impact of his
witch trials.



3. The Witch Hunt in Early Modern Europe by Brian P. Levack
Levack’s comprehensive study covers the broader European witch hunts, with significant
attention given to England and Matthew Hopkins’ role. The book analyzes the legal,
cultural, and religious forces that drove witch persecutions. It is a critical resource for
understanding the environment in which Hopkins operated.

4. Witchcraft and Society in England and America, 1550–1750 by Marion Gibson
This book examines the social history of witchcraft accusations and trials on both sides of
the Atlantic. It discusses the influence of figures like Matthew Hopkins and the lasting
effects of witch hunts on communities. Gibson highlights how gender, class, and politics
intersected with witchcraft beliefs.

5. Witch Trials in the English Civil War by James Sharpe
Sharpe offers a detailed account of the witch trials that took place during the turmoil of
the English Civil War, with particular focus on Matthew Hopkins’ activities. The book
investigates the political and religious upheaval that contributed to the paranoia
surrounding witchcraft. It also explores the legal procedures and public reactions to the
trials.

6. Witchcraft in Early Modern England by James Sharpe
In this work, Sharpe delves into the cultural and legal aspects of witchcraft in England,
highlighting the period when Matthew Hopkins was active. The book provides a thorough
examination of witchcraft beliefs, the role of the judiciary, and the social consequences for
accused witches. It serves as a key text for understanding the English witch craze.

7. Witchfinder General: The Hunt for England’s Most Notorious Witch Hunter by Ronald
Hutton
Hutton’s book narrates the story of Matthew Hopkins and the witch hunts he led, placing
them within the larger historical and cultural context. The author discusses how Hopkins’
image has been shaped over time by folklore and popular culture. This book is both a
biography and a study of the witch hunt phenomenon.

8. Witchcraft and the English Civil War by Malcolm Gaskill
This book explores the connection between the political instability of the English Civil War
and the surge in witch trials, including those conducted by Matthew Hopkins. Gaskill
argues that the chaos of war exacerbated fears and suspicions, making witch hunts more
intense and widespread. The book provides a rich historical background to Hopkins’
actions.

9. The Witchfinder’s Sister by Beth Underdown
A historical novel inspired by the life of Matthew Hopkins, told from the perspective of his
fictional sister. The story offers a personal and humanizing view of the witch hunts and the
impact they had on families and communities. It blends historical facts with fiction to
create a compelling narrative about fear, power, and survival in 17th-century England.
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