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Superstitions In The Middle Ages

Superstitions In The Middle Ages:
Beliefs That Shaped a Millennium

Imagine a world where every thunderclap was a war in
the heavens, where a sudden illness was the work of a
malevolent  spirit,  and where the color  of  a  cat  could
determine your fortune.  This  was the daily  reality  for
people living during the Middle Ages, a period stretching
roughly from the 5th to the 15th century. While we often
remember  this  era  for  its  grand  cathedrals,  chivalric
knights, and epic plagues, the spiritual landscape of the
common person was deeply rooted in a complex web of
superstitions that governed everything from agriculture
to childbirth. Superstitions In The Middle Ages were
not  merely  quaint  folk  tales;  they  were  a  survival
mechanism,  a  way  to  impose  order  on  a  chaotic  and
dangerous  world  where  science  had  few  answers.
Understanding these beliefs  offers a profound glimpse
into the medieval psyche, revealing a people who lived in
constant  negotiation between the sacred,  the profane,
and the unseen forces that surrounded them.

To  the  medieval  mind,  the  world  was  a  stage  where
spiritual  and physical  realities constantly collided. The
Church  was  the  ultimate  authority,  but  its  official
doctrine  often  blended  with  pre-Christian  pagan
traditions. This fusion created a unique system of belief
where  saints  were  called  upon  for  protection  against
specific  ailments,  and  ancient  rituals  were  given  a
Christian  veneer.  By  exploring  the  most  pervasive
superstitions of  this  period,  we can better understand
how fear, hope, and faith intertwined to shape a society
that  was  both  deeply  religious  and  profoundly
superstitious.

The Cosmic Battle: God, the Devil,
and Everyday Omens

The foundation of  medieval  superstition rested on the
belief in a constant, cosmic struggle between the forces
of God and the Devil. This was not an abstract theological
concept; it  was a tangible reality that explained every
misfortune. A failed harvest might be a punishment from



God or the work of a demon. A sudden storm could be a
sign of  divine wrath or a devilish trick.  This  dualistic
worldview meant that every event could be interpreted as
an omen, a message from either heaven or hell.

Reading the Signs: Omens in Daily Life

Learning  to  read  these  signs  was  a  crucial  life  skill.
People were constantly scanning their environment for
clues  about  what  the  future  held.  Common  omens
included:

Animals as Messengers: A raven or crow crossing
one's path was a very bad sign, often portending
death. Conversely, finding a spider in your home
was considered good luck, as it was believed to
catch evil spirits in its web.
Natural Phenomena: An eclipse of the sun or
moon was a terrifying event, often seen as the moon
being devoured by a celestial beast. Comets were
viewed as harbingers of immense change, usually
for the worse.
Sneezing and Hiccupping: These simple bodily
functions were loaded with meaning. Sneezing was
thought to expel evil spirits from the body, which is
why the blessing "God bless you" became
customary. Hiccups were believed to be a sign that
someone was speaking ill of you or remembering
you.

Common Missteps: Stumbling on the doorstep
upon entering a home was considered a bad omen
for the day ahead. Spilling salt was disastrous, as
salt was a precious commodity associated with
purity and preservation. To avert the bad luck, a
pinch of salt had to be thrown over the left
shoulder—directly into the face of the Devil who
was believed to be lurking there.

This constant vigilance created a culture of anxiety, but it
also provided a framework for action. An omen was not
just  a  warning;  i t  was  an  opportunity  to  take
countermeasures, such as making the sign of the cross or
reciting a prayer.

Guardians and Threats: The
Domestic Sphere

The home was the center of medieval life, and it was also
the  primary  battleground  against  supernatural  forces.
People lived in close quarters with their livestock and
their fears. Every corner of the house had its own set of
superstitions designed to protect the family from harm.

Protecting the Hearth and Home

The hearth was the heart of the home, and its fire was
sacred. It was believed to ward off evil spirits, and as
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long as it was kept burning, the family was safe. Never
let  the  fire  go  out  entirely,  as  this  left  the  home
vulnerable to demonic entry. Other household protections
included:

Thresholds and Doorways: These were
considered spiritual boundaries. Brides were often
carried over the threshold to protect them from evil
spirits that might be lying in wait on the ground.
Hanging a horseshoe over the door (with the ends
pointing up to catch the luck) was a common
practice.
Plants and Herbs: Certain plants were considered
powerful protectors. St. John's Wort was hung over
doors and windows to ward off evil. Rowan trees
were planted near houses for the same purpose.
Garlic, a well-known apotropaic (evil-averting)
substance, was used to repel vampires, witches, and
general misfortune.
The Black Cat: This superstition has undergone a
strange reversal. In many parts of medieval Europe,
the black cat was actually considered good luck,
especially for sailors and fishermen. It was believed
to bring prosperity and protect the home from
vermin and evil. The association with witches came
later, but even then, owning a black cat was often
seen as a charm against the evil eye.

The Perils of Childbirth and Infancy

Childbirth was one of the most dangerous periods in a
woman's  life,  and  it  was  surrounded  by  a  thicket  of
superstitions.  The  mortality  rate  for  both  mother  and
child was terrifyingly high, leading to elaborate rituals to
ensure a safe delivery.

Pregnant  women were  advised  to  avoid  certain  foods
(like rabbit, for fear of causing a cleft lip) and to stay
away  from  graveyards  and  funeral  processions.  To
protect  the  newborn  from  being  swapped  with  a
changeling (a fairy or demon child), the cradle was often
made of rowan wood. Iron objects, like a key or a knife,
were placed in the cradle to ward off evil spirits. New
mothers were "churched" (ritually blessed) before they
could re-enter society, a practice that blended religious
purification with ancient fear of spiritual contamination.

Time and the Calendar: Lucky and
Unlucky Days

The concept of time in the Middle Ages was not uniform.
Certain days were inherently more dangerous or more
promising than others. This belief system dictated when
to plant crops, when to travel, when to marry, and when
to bleed a patient for medical purposes. Superstitions
In The Middle Ages were deeply intertwined with the



agricultural and liturgical calendar.

The Origins of Friday the 13th

Perhaps the most enduring superstition from this era is
the  fear  of  Friday  the  13th.  The  specific  dread
surrounding this date has complex origins. Friday was
already considered an unlucky day because it was the
day  of  Christ's  crucifixion  (“Good  Friday”).  It  was
sometimes  called  "Hangman's  Day"  because  public
executions  were  often  held  on  Fridays.

The number 13 was also deeply unlucky. There were 13
people at the Last Supper (Jesus and his 12 apostles),
with  Judas,  the  betrayer,  being  the  13th  guest.
Additionally, many Norse and pagan traditions linked the
number 13 to chaos and disruption (e.g., the 13th guest
at a feast in Valhalla who caused the death of the god
Balder).  When  Friday  and  the  13th  coincided,  it  was
believed to be a day of immense power for evil forces—a
day to stay home, avoid travel, and not start any new
ventures.

Other Significant Days

The  calendar  was  filled  with  other  dangerous  and
auspicious dates. St. John's Eve (June 23rd) was a night
when the veil between worlds was thin, and witches were
said to hold their great sabbaths. It was also a night for

powerful love divinations. All Hallows' Eve (Halloween)
was the night before All Saints' Day, another time when
ghosts and malevolent spirits could walk the earth.

Ember Days (four sets of three days in the year) were
considered particularly unlucky for weddings or travel.
Childermas  (December  28th),  commemorating  the
massacre of the Holy Innocents, was viewed as the most
unlucky day of the entire year. No one would begin a
journey or start a new task on this day for fear of being
struck down by the same cruel fate that befell the infants
of Bethlehem.

Magic, Medicine, and the
Mundane

In a world without germ theory or modern medicine, the
line  between  magic,  superstition,  and  actual  healing
practices was very blurred. The village wise woman, the
cunning  folk,  and  the  parish  priest  often  served
overlapping  roles  as  healers,  spiritual  advisors,  and
dealers in protective charms.

Amulets, Charms, and Relics

Physical objects were believed to carry inherent spiritual
power.  The  Church  sold  and  distributed  relics
(fragments of saints' bones, clothing, or objects they had
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touched),  which  were  believed  to  have  curative  and
protective  powers.  This  practice  was  official  and
sanctioned.

On  a  more  folk  level,  people  carried  amulets  and
talismans. A common charm was the "Agnus Dei," a wax
disc stamped with the image of a lamb, blessed by the
Pope, and believed to protect against storms, fire, and
drowning. Small bags containing herbs, written prayers,
or pieces of paper with astrological symbols were sewn
into clothing to ward off the evil eye or attract love. The
belief in the "Evil  Eye"—a malevolent stare that could
cause  injury  or  bad  luck—was  widespread,  and  blue
beads or gestures like the "fig sign" (a clenched fist with
the thumb between the fingers) were used as counter-
measures.

Medical Superstitions: The Four Humors

Medical practice was dominated by the theory of the four
humors  (blood,  phlegm,  black  bile,  and  yellow  bile).
Health was believed to be a balance of these humors.
Superstition dictated when medical procedures should be
performed. Bleeding,  a standard treatment for almost
everything,  was  best  done in  the  spring or  when the
moon was  in  a  specific  phase.  A  doctor  would  rarely
operate on an unlucky day like a Friday or during an
eclipse.

The use of unicorn horns (which were actually narwhal
tusks) was believed to be a universal antidote to poison.
Ground-up  mummy  powder  was  purchased  from
apothecaries as a cure for bruises and internal bleeding.
These practices were considered sophisticated medicine
in their time, yet they were built entirely on a foundation
of magical and superstitious thinking.

The Werewolf and the Vampire

While these creatures are staples of modern horror, their
medieval origins are rooted in superstition and fear. The
werewolf  was often seen as a man cursed by God or
transformed by a witch's spell. In some regions, it was
believed  that  a  man  could  become  a  wolf  simply  by
putting on a wolfskin belt.

The vampire belief, as we know it, was less prominent in
the  early  Middle  Ages  but  grew  stronger  during  the
plague years. Instead of the elegant count of literature,
the medieval vampire was a grotesque, bloated corpse
that  spread disease and terrorized its  own family.  To
prevent a suspected vampire from rising,  bodies were
buried face-down, staked through the heart, or had their
heads severed and placed between their legs. Limbourg
stones (heavy rocks) were placed on graves to weigh the
dead down. These practices were not just folklore; they
were  desperate  public  health  measures  enacted  by
frightened  communities.



Conclusion

The study of Superstitions In The Middle Ages reveals
a civilization that was fundamentally different from our
own, yet deeply human in its needs and fears. We cannot
dismiss these beliefs  as mere ignorance.  They were a
logical, coherent system for navigating a world that was
perilous,  unpredictable,  and  largely  unexplained.

Superstition provided comfort, offered a sense of control,
and  created  a  shared  cultural  language  that  bound
communities together. From the simple act of blessing a
sneeze  to  the  elaborate  rituals  surrounding  birth  and
death,  these  practices  helped  people  cope  with  the
trauma of daily existence.

While we may no longer fear a changeling in the cradle
or a demonic omen in the flight of


