
A WITCH-BOTTLE FROM DUKES PLACE, 
ALDGATE 

C A T H A R I N E M A L O N E Y 

A stoneware jug of a type commonly known as a 'Bellarmine', ' found on a 
site excavated by the Department of Urban Archaeology, Museum of London, 
may be further evidence of the use of such vessels in charms against witchcraft 
in the second half of the 17th century.2 During the cutting of a trench for a 
subway at Dukes Place, E .C.3 , a whole stoneware jug was noticed in a section, 
seconds before being smashed by an earthmoving machine.3 The lower part of 
the jug survived intact and in the bot tom there were nearly three dozen badly 
corroded copper alloy pins (PI. 1). The jug was found in an upright position and 
may have been deliberately buried since it apparently lay at the bot tom of a 
narrow pit, which was cut through deposits thought to be the fills of the early 
medieval city ditch.4 Unfortunately, the section collapsed before the pit could 
be recorded in detail or examined for other finds. The jug dates to the third 
quarter of the 17th century and was found in an area which at this period was 
haphazardly occupied by houses facing Houndsditch with gardens or yards 
between them and the city wall.5 Since the 17th-century levels did not survive it 
was not possible to determine the exact relationship of the pit containing thejug 
to these properties. 

Merrifield has described five Bellarmines from London which are considered 
to be witch-bottles;6 four contained pins and, variously, nails, nail parings, 
human hair and cloth hearts. All date to the second half of the 17th century and 
come from areas on the outskirts of the City of London, and in each case the 
jugs were apparently deliberately concealed (for example, in the Thames or its 
foreshore, a stream or its bank and in open country). The activities of so-called 
witches attracted a great deal of attention during the latter part of the 17th 
century7 and this may account for the number of 'white magic' charms against 
witchcraft dating to this period. Such charms were thought to transfer a spell 
from the victim back to the witch, accomplished by 'injuring' a representation 
of the witch. As Merrifield points out, the anthropomorphic Bellarmine jugs 
(PI. 2) may have been used to represent the witch, while the pins or nails 
symbolised pain.8 It was also quite common for the victim's urine to 
accompany the pins or nails in the bottle, which was then carefully concealed. It 
was believed that by means of sympathetic magic—the link already established 
between the witch and victim—this particular charm would prevent the witch 
passing water, causing acute pain until the spell was lifted. It has been suggested 
that since urinary complaints were common in the 17th and 18th centuries some 
sufferers may have believed themselves to be the victims of witchcraft9—hence 
the use of urine in the charm. 
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The Bellarmine jug found at Dukes Place in many respects resembles the 
witch-bottles from London; its use as a container for pins, its apparently careful 
burial and its date suggest that it may have been used by a person believing 
themselves to be bewitched in order to counter the spell.1" 

A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S 

Thanks are due to John Bailey for the photographs and to Alan Vince for his advice on dating. 
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