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Book Reviews

Raven Grimassi, What We Knew in the Night: Reawakening the
Heart of Witchcraft (Newburyport, MA: Weiser Books, 2019)

Reviewed by Francesca Tronetti

Whether you go into a chain
bookstore, an independent seller, or a
metaphysical shop, you will find a wide
array of Pagan/Magic/Witchcraft books.
More are being published every year as
alternative spiritual practices become more
normalized in mainstream American
society. A majority of these books are
How-To guides for new practitioners filled
with spells and instructions for rituals that
introduce the author’s understanding of
magic. These books are marketed towards
the solitary practitioner and do not require
the learner to participate in group learning or study from a teacher.

However, this was not always the case. When witchcraft first
became popular in the 1960s, few books were available to students,
and if you wanted to learn, you needed to find a teacher. Finding a
teacher often involved chance meetings in shops or a comment to a
friend who "knew someone" who was a practitioner. Once you
found a teacher, you would be introduced to a hidden world of
magical gatherings, teachers, and writings that imparted knowledge
to those who they took under their wing. One such student was the
author Raven Grimassi.

Raven Grimassi (1951-2019) was an authority on witchcratft,
the occult, and spiritual practices. With over 45 years of experience
in esoteric traditions, Grimassi was a recognized expert on Italian
witchcraft who published over twenty books. While his belief
system and teachings do not focus on Goddess worship, he referred
to her as the Queen of the Witches in his book Italian Witchcratft.
This, his final work, reflects the witchcraft he was introduced to as
a young man and what the craft has since become. Drawing on his
own experiences as a young student of mysticism and authors such

what we knew in the night
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as Eliade Mircea, Erich Neumann, and Doreen Valiente to deliver
the "spiritual legacy, or perhaps, the mystical lineage" (Grimassi, xi)
of contemporary witchcratft.

With a few meaningful sketches to guide the reader, each
chapter of the book is dedicated to explaining a different concept of
witchcraft based on the teachings Grimassi learned from his teachers
and what he learned from the works of scholars. With some of these
concepts, Grimassi offers instructions for different rituals which
serve as an initiation into witchcraft. The book serves as both a text
explaining the history and spiritual beliefs of witchcraft and as a text
for self-initiation into the craft. By combining different ritual phases
with an explanation for why it is done, Grimassi offers us a similar
initiative experience to his own when he was taught witchcraft.

Grimassi tells the reader how he was introduced to
witchcraft in 1960s San Diego. Growing up with folk magic or what
he calls the peasant tradition of Witchcraft from Europe, he often
traveled far to find items for rituals or spell work. At an herbal tea
shop, where he purchased herbs that would not make good tea, the
owner Elizabeth commented that the herbs were “good for other
things” (Grimassi xiv). She gave him a knowing look and directed
him to a man named Don, who ran an occult bookstore, and he
introduced Grimassi to Lady Heather, who ran a coven. Lady
Heather initiated Grimassi into witchcraft.

In chapter one, he describes the teachings of the night, the
lore on which witchcraft was based. Next, he explains some
common witchcraft symbols and where they originated from, such
as legends and Celtic mysteries or Italian folk magic. The first ritual
presented is what he calls The Witchening, a five-step process that
forms the foundation for the practice of witchcraft. The following
two chapters describe how witchcraft is viewed as a religion and the
metaphysical principles which denote the higher and lower planes.
Chapter four addresses one of the main arguments leveled against
pagans and witches, that witchcraft is not the expression of long-
held traditional beliefs but was instead made up by its founders.
Grimassi points out that every tradition was “made up” at some
point, and instead, people may be receiving the teachings of the earth
as their ancestors once did. He describes some of these differences
between those who learn witchcraft through initiation in a group and
solitary practitioners.
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The first four chapters explain the history and metaphysics
behind witchcraft, grounding the reader in a deeper understanding
of the practice. These chapters flow nicely into the next part of the
book, where self-initiation takes place. In chapter five, Grimassi
tells us the history of Old Magic as understood by the Christian
church. Here Grimassi explains the meaning behind the pentagram
and other symbols associated with witchcraft. Finally, he presents
the reader with several small rituals for charging objects for use in
different practices or spell work.

Chapter six is the reader’s introduction to the practice of
magic, what it is, the components which are essential to working
magic, and the tools associated with the witch. However, unlike
most books for those who seek self-initiation, Grimassi does not
start by telling you the tools you need, setting up your altar, and
giving you a ritual to bring something into your life. Instead, it is not
until chapter five, after the reader has a deeper understanding of
what witchcraft is and what it means, that he even tells the student
about the tools they will need.

The remainder of the book describes axioms in magic such
as the rule of three and the witches’ creed, names for the Divine
common to Wicca and traditional witchcraft, a few rites, and
methods of divination in witchcraft. The final chapter reminds the
reader that the witch is not a person who can use magic to enrich
themselves but has a spiritual duty to perform in the world.

Chapter six is where Grimassi earns my respect as a teacher
who uses magic while following the Goddess. As part of my
spiritual journey, I recently stepped back from the group I had been
initiated into years ago. I needed to recharge myself and branch out
and relearn magic and ritual as a novice. As a result, I found many
books published in the last five years marketed to new practitioners.
While many included an introduction to the idea of sacred space,
mentions of Goddesses often occurred in later chapters, if at all.

These books focus on magic as part of self-care, intention
setting to reach personal goals, and sometimes mindfulness. Absent
in these books is a deeper understanding of the history of witchcraft
and women’s wisdom, which comes from the divine feminine. What
We Knew in the Night grounds the reader/student in the mindset of
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connection to a spiritual lineage and taught rituals that do not bring
money or love but instead form a connection to the Divine.
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