
The Alluring History of Flying Ointments:
Unraveling the Ingredients of Mystical Potions
Throughout the annals of history, cultures across the globe have been
captivated by the allure of flight. From the mythological tales of Icarus to
the scientific advancements of the Wright brothers, humans have sought to
defy gravity and soar through the skies. Amidst this pursuit, a curious and
enigmatic chapter emerged: the use of flying ointments. These mystical
concoctions, believed to grant the ability to levitate and commune with
otherworldly beings, ignited both fascination and fear. Delving into the
history of flying ointments, we uncover the intriguing ingredients that
composed these legendary potions and explore the beliefs and practices
associated with their use.

The Origins of Flying Ointments

The earliest known references to flying ointments can be traced back to
ancient Greece, where the philosopher Empedocles (c. 490-430 BCE)
described a potion made from the sap of the hemlock plant. In medieval
Europe, tales of witches using ointments to fly to nocturnal gatherings
known as "sabbaths" began to circulate. These stories, fueled by
superstition and fear, spread like wildfire, entrenching the belief in flying
ointments as a hallmark of witchcraft.
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The Composition of Flying Ointments

Flying ointments were typically composed of a base substance mixed with
a variety of psychoactive substances. The base substance could vary,
ranging from animal fats like lard or butter to plant oils like hemp or
nightshade. The psychoactive ingredients, however, were crucial for the
purported effects of the ointment.

Atropa belladonna (Deadly Nightshade)

This highly toxic plant contains atropine, a potent alkaloid that produces
hallucinations, delirium, and dilated pupils. In small doses, it was believed
to induce a sense of floating or flying.

Datura stramonium (Jimsonweed)

Another toxic plant, jimsonweed also contains atropine and other
hallucinogens. Its use in flying ointments was said to cause vivid dreams
and a detached, out-of-body experience.

Hyoscyamus niger (Henbane)

This plant contains hyoscyamine, an alkaloid similar to atropine. It was
believed to produce hallucinations and a sensation of weightlessness.
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Conium maculatum (Hemlock)

Hemlock, the same plant mentioned by Empedocles, contains coniine, a
neurotoxin that can cause paralysis and respiratory failure. In small doses,
it was said to induce a feeling of euphoria and detachment.

Other Ingredients

In addition to these primary psychoactive substances, flying ointments
often contained other ingredients believed to enhance their effects or
provide protection. These could include herbs like rue, basil, and rosemary,
as well as animal products like menstrual blood or animal bone marrow.

The Use of Flying Ointments

The use of flying ointments was shrouded in secrecy and superstition.
Witches and healers alike were said to apply the ointment to their bodies,
particularly their armpits, feet, and forehead, and then engage in rituals or
incantations to invoke the desired effects.

According to popular belief, the ointments enabled witches to fly through
the air, transforming into animals, and traveling to other realms, including
the underworld. They were believed to use these abilities to attend
gatherings, cast spells, and perform various magical acts.

The Dangers and Controversies

The use of flying ointments was fraught with danger. The psychoactive
ingredients, especially atropine, could cause severe side effects, including
seizures, coma, and even death. Additionally, the practice of witchcraft itself
was often met with persecution and condemnation.



In the 15th and 16th centuries, the witch hunts reached their peak in
Europe. Flying ointments became a primary focus of witch trials, with those
accused of using them often facing torture or execution. As a result, the
knowledge and use of flying ointments declined significantly, becoming a
relic of the past.

The Legacy of Flying Ointments

Despite the decline in their use, flying ointments continue to captivate the
imagination. They have served as a source of inspiration for literature, art,
and popular culture. From Shakespeare's witches in "Macbeth" to the
psychedelic experiences of modern-day shamans, the allure of flight and
the mysteries surrounding flying ointments remain a testament to the
enduring fascination with the unknown.

Modern Research and Perspectives

In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in flying ointments,
particularly from a historical and anthropological perspective. Scholars
have sought to uncover the cultural and social significance of these
potions, exploring their role in religious rituals, healing practices, and the
suppression of women through witch hunts.

Some researchers have also investigated the potential psychoactive effects
of flying ointments, suggesting that the experiences associated with their
use may have been real, albeit influenced by cultural beliefs and the
subjective interpretation of altered states of consciousness.

The history of flying ointments is a captivating tale of human ingenuity,
superstition, and the pursuit of otherworldly experiences. These mystical



concoctions, composed of potent psychoactive substances, played a
significant role in the beliefs and practices of cultures throughout history.

Today, while their use as a means of literal flight is relegated to the realm of
myth and legend, flying ointments continue to fascinate us as a testament
to the enduring human desire to transcend the boundaries of reality.
Whether seen as a tool of witchcraft, a source of spiritual insight, or a
reminder of the dangers of unchecked belief, flying ointments remain a
potent symbol of our fascination with the unknown.

Image Descriptions:

Image 1: A vintage engraving depicting a witch flying on a broomstick.
The witch is surrounded by bats and has a mischievous expression on
her face.

Image 2: A close-up photograph of the leaves of the deadly
nightshade plant. The leaves are dark green and have serrated edges.

Image 3: A photograph of a bowl filled with a thick, dark paste. The
paste is surrounded by various herbs and spices.

Image 4: A painting of a group of witches gathered around a cauldron.
The witches are wearing black robes and have pointed hats. They are
stirring the contents of the cauldron with long wooden spoons.
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