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NOTABLE NOTES

Witches and Warts
Eric Laurent Maranda, BS; Victoria M. Lim, BS; Richa Taneja, BS; Brian J. Simmons, BS; Penelope J. Kallis, BS; Joaquin J. Jimenez, MD

The appearance of warts in fairy tales, folklores, and superstitions through-
out history provides a rich source of theories of the causes of warts as well
as a variety of suggested remedies. Stereotypical witches are portrayed
with green skin, wrinkled faces, and large warts on their noses. This de-
piction of “warty witches” has both been commercialized, as well as
exploited during the “witch trials” in early modern England.

Folk beliefs dating back hundreds of years provide numerous expla-
nations for the sudden appearance of warts: a child was said to have re-
cently handled a toad, or perhaps he had washed his hands in water that
had been used to boil eggs.1 Subsequently, as the appearance of warts
became associated with “evil,” the superstitions regarding warts car-
ried heavier consequences. In the 17th century, warts were seen as the
“devil’s mark,” a justification given to accuse women of witchcraft dur-
ing the Salem witchcraft trials. It was believed that the devil would con-
firm his pact with a witch by giving her a mark of identification. Devil's
marks included not only the typical warts but a variety of dermatologi-
cal lesions, including moles, scars, birthmarks, skin tags, supernumer-
ary nipples, and natural blemishes.2

The mythical beliefs did not last; first Strauss et al (in 1949) and then
Melnick (in 1962) discovered the presence of virus particles in warts
and classified the virus in the papovavirus group. Over 30 different types
of human papilloma virus have been identified as causes for viral warts,
consisting of verruca vulgaris, verruca plana, filiform, and palmoplantar
warts.1

Although the scientific origins of warts became widely accepted by
the late 20th century, the universal portrayal in popular culture of the
“warty witch” endured. From the most recognizable Halloween cos-
tume, to classic Hollywood movies, the entertainment industry has

capitalized on the classic depiction of witches; they have allowed the
wart’s ugly appearance to become a symbol for all that represents “evil.”
In Disney’s first film, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the Evil Queen’s
witch disguise has a large wart centered on her nose. More recently, in
The Wizard of Oz, the Wicked Witch of the West is portrayed with a
prominent wart on her chin.

In conjunction with the origins and depictions of warts and other
“devil’s marks” that have since become pervasive in today’s Western so-
ciety, traditional folklore also presented rituals to effectively cure warts.
Warts could be bought, sold, or thrown away. They could be bathed in
holy water, or in the blood of animals like eels, cats, and pigs.1 Because
warts disappeared as mysteriously as they arrived, their departure of-
ten coincided with these attempted “cures.” Although intriguing, der-
matologists of more modern times would likely suggest alternative
cures—salicylic acid, medicinal ointments, cryotherapy, or laser surgery.3
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