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LANGUAGE AS TALISMAN 
 

RICHARD’S SUGGESTED READING 

 

My introduction 

 

At the moment, I’m doing some research on the meaning of the word ‘talisman’.  

When we were putting the bid together, I think we all felt that using this term 

captured something interesting and important about the nature of everyday 

language use.  This is how we put it in the bid: 

 

The term ‘talisman’ is useful because it signals the powerful role that language 

has in offering protection in conditions of social and economic adversity, 

particularly for young people who might be ‘at risk’.  Second, it acknowledges 

the often ‘thing-like’, or artifactual, status of language in local contexts.  These 

properties combine in the idea of language having power beyond textual 

meaning.  The linguistic talisman may have a variety of functions analogous with 

the ‘magical’ properties of ‘real’ talismans: it may be apotropaic, warding off 

danger; it may provide consolation or resilience; it may be a means of 

preserving a connection with the past.  These are functions that will probably be 

connected with the meaning of the text but are somehow in excess of it – not 

just a second layer of meaning but a kind of power arising from the combination 

of meaning and materiality.  

 

Reading it back, I think that was actually a pretty good summary of what we felt the 

term offered us. Now, though, I’d like to take it further by looking at more detailed 

discussions of the nature of talismans and using those discussions as a sort of catalyst 

or provocation for thinking about everyday language use from a less well-worn 

perspective than those often taken in the scholarly literature.  To that end, I’ve 

chosen a few short excerpts from material that deals with talismans in the context of 

English magic from the time of the Renaissance, the age of those part-scientists/part-

magicians of whom John Dee is probably the best known.  These include a couple of 

sections from an article:  

 

Alistair Kwan. 2011. ‘Tycho’s Talisman: Astrological Magic in the Design of 

Uraniborg’, Early Science and Medicine, 16, 95-110. 
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And I’ve also included some excerpts from a primary source: 

 

Agrippa, Heinrich Cornelius. 1651. Three Books of Occult Philosophy, 

translated by ‘J.F.’, London: Gregory Moule. 

 

Just to make it clear: I’m not suggesting that contemporary people really see their 

language use as ‘magical’ in any literal sense.  My point is more that it would be 

productive to explore the metaphor of language-as-talisman – looking in some detail 

at how talismans have been thought to work could provide the stimulus to ask some 

interesting questions. 

 

That said, I’ve also been reading A General Theory of Magic by the French 

anthropologist Marcel Mauss (published in its definitive form in 1950).  The book 

attempts to explain what the term ‘magic’ is supposed to denote and how the 

‘magical’ is to be distinguished from the ‘religious’ or ‘scientific’.  Mauss finishes the 

book by suggesting that it is worthwhile thinking about these questions because, 

even though few people see themselves as having room for ‘magic’ in their thinking 

now, there are remnants of that mode of thought in many areas of everyday life – a 

kind of ‘logic’ that persists in spite of the prevalence of scientific and religious 

thinking.  So it may be that we attribute magical properties to language in a slightly 

stronger sense than one that is straightforwardly metaphorical – it may be that the 

logic of magic operates in our linguistic behaviour without our particularly 

acknowledging it. 

 

Either way, I think it would be useful to look in some more detail at what the term 

‘talisman’ has meant in the past and what it now means to us.  If you’re pushed for 

time, I’d suggest reading the excerpts from the article by Alistair Kwan and just 

skimming the ones from Agrippa (to get a feel for what they are like). 
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Excerpt 1: from Alistair Kwan. 2011. ‘Tycho’s Talisman: Astrological Magic in 

the Design of Uraniborg’, Early Science and Medicine, 16, 95-110. 
 

This article is about the Danish astronomer and alchemist Tycho Brahe (1546-1601), 

who, using land and funding granted by the Danish crown, built an observatory called 

the Uraniborg as a centre for astronomical research.  The paper discusses the design 

of the observatory and suggests that some of its more mysterious aspects can be 

explained if one thinks of the design as a kind of talisman.  In developing this idea, 

Kwan looks at ideas about ‘talismanic technology’ in the work of the Italian 

philosopher and astrologer Marsilio Ficino (1422-1499) and the German magician 

and alchemist, Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535).  Kwan’s summaries of their 

ideas provide a very useful account of a particular Renaissance view of what 

talismans were and how they were thought to operate.  The first of the following 

sections is about Marsilio Ficino. 
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I think that Ficino’s idea of the talisman might provide an interesting catalyst for our 

own thinking because it imagines a universe in which powerful forces are operating 

and the function of the talisman is to influence the impact of those forces upon the 

human world.  For Ficino the relevant forces are cosmic or astral, whereas we may be 

imagining forces that are social or political.  But the concept of the talisman as an 

artifact produced by humans with the aim of manipulating those forces – attracting 

them, focusing them, storing them, or diverting them away from us – could certainly 

be used to think about the way in which everyday language use is talismanic.  The 

talisman serves to channel power that originates externally, gathering it and 

refracting it in ways that are serviceable and useful to the self.  And, in doing so, it 

might be said to ‘resonate’ with that external power in a certain important sense. 

 

The second excerpt from the article looks at the work of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa 

and talks about some of the ways in which Agrippa thought it possible to make a 

talisman that would ‘draw down’ appropriate ‘celestial influences’. 
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Thus, Agrippa associates a diverse set of entities (numbers, symbols, places, colours) 

with each of the celestial influences that a magician might be interested in 

manipulating, and, again, this could provide a provocation for thinking about the 

talismanic properties of everyday language use.  These entities might be thought of 

as signs in the semiotic sense: the colour blue might be thought of as the signifier 

connected with a certain signified, i.e. the power exercised by the planet Jupiter.  But 

that is clearly not the whole story.  The colour blue does not simply point to that 

astrological force – it attracts, gathers, or directs it in some sense.  There is more 

going on here than simply signification, as there is, I think, in the modern language 

use that we are thinking of as talismanic.  There is a layer of symbolism there but the 

phenomenon is not reducible to symbolism.  There is a sense in which talismans do 

more than just ‘mean’ something – their symbolism is in some way felt to influence 

reality, in particular the flow of power. 

 

Finally, I’ve collected a few excerpts from Agrippa’s text, excerpts that discuss the 

role of language in magic.  Some of this material is quite opaque.  (Certainly I’ve 

found parts of it difficult to grasp.)  It’s interesting, though, and hints at what a 

‘magical’ understanding of language might be like. 
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Agrippa, Heinrich Cornelius. 1651. Three Books of Occult Philosophy, 

translated by ‘J.F.’, London: Gregory Moule. 

 

First, here is a chapter which does not really deal with physical talismans as such but 

emphasizes the magical properties of speech and language. 

 

Chapter 1.69. Of Speech, and the vertue of Words. 

It being shewed that there is a great power in the affections of the soul, you must 
know moreover, that there is no less Vertue in words, and the names of things, but 
greatest of all in speeches, and motions, by which we chiefly differ from bruits 
[brutes], and are called rationall; not from reason, which is taken for that part of the 
soul, which contains the affections, which Galen saith, is also common to bruits 
[brutes], although in a less degree; but we are called rationall, from that reason 
which is according to the voice understood in words, and speech, which is called 
declarative reason, by which part we do chiefly excell all other Animals. For λογος 
[logos] in Greek signifies, reason, speech, and a word. Now a word is twofold, viz. 
internall, and uttered; An internall word is a conception of the mind, and motion of 
the soul, which is made without a voice. As in dreams we seem to speak, and dispute 
with our selves, and whilest we are awake we run over a whole speech silently. But 
an uttered word hath a certain act in the voice, and properties of locution, and is 
brought forth with the breath of a man, with opening of his mouth, and with the 
speech of his tongue, in which nature hath coupled the corporeall voice, and speech 
to the mind, and understanding, making that a declarer, and interpreter of the 
conception of our intellect to the hearers, And of this we now speak. Words 
therefore are the fittest medium betwixt the speaker and the hearer, carrying with 
them not only the conception of the mind, but also the vertue of the speaker with a 
certain efficacy unto the hearers, and this oftentimes with so great a power, that 
oftentimes they change not only the hearers, but also other bodies, and things that 
have no life. Now those words are of greater efficacy then others, which represent 
greater things, as intellectuall, Celestiall, and supernaturall, as more expressly, so 
more misteriously [mysteriously]. Also those that come from a more worthy tongue, 
or from any of a more holy order; for these, as it were certain Signs, and 
representations, receive a power of Celestiall, and supercelestiall things, as from the 
vertue of things explained, of which they are the vehicula, so from a power put into 
them by the vertue of the speaker.  

 

 

This next excerpt talks about ‘sentences and verses’ and seems to imagine them as 

talismanic in the sense that they can influence the operations of the ‘vertues’ 

(powers) of particular ‘stars’. 
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Chapter 1.71. Of many words joyned together, as in sentences, and verses, and of 
the vertues, and astrictions of charms. 

Besides the vertues of words and names, there is also a greater vertue found in 
sentences, from the truth contained in them, which hath a very great power of 
impressing, changing, binding, and establishing, so that being used it doth shine the 
more, and being resisted is more confirmed, and consolidated; which vertue is not in 
simple words, but in sentences, by which any thing is affirmed, or denyed; of which 
sort are verses, enchantments, imprecations, deprecations, orations, invocations, 
obtestations, adjurations, conjurations, and such like. Therefore in composing verses, 
and orations, for attracting the vertue of any Star, or Deity, you must diligently 
consider what vertues any Star contains, as also what effects, and operations, and to 
infer them in verses, by praising, extolling, amplifying, and setting forth those things 
which such a kind of Star is wont to cause by way of its influence, and by vilifying, 
and dispraising those things which it is wont to destroy, and hinder, and by 
supplicating, and begging for that which we desire to get, and by condemning, and 
detesting that which we would have destroyed, & hindered: and after the same 
manner to make an elegant oration, and duly distinct by Articles, with competent 
numbers, and proportions.  

Moreover Magicians command that we call upon, and pray by the names of the same 
Star, or name, to them to whom such a verse belongs, by their wonderfull things, or 
miracles, by their courses, and waies in their sphear [sphere], by their light, by the 
dignity of their Kingdome, by the beauty, and brightness that is in it, by their strong, 
and powerfull vertues, and by such like as these. As Psyche in Apuleius prayes to 
Ceres; saying, I beseech thee by thy fruitfull right hand, I intreat thee by the joyfull 
Ceremonies of harvests, by the quiet silence of thy chests, by the winged Chariots of 
Dragons thy servants, by the furrows of the Sicilian earth, the devouring Wagon, the 
clammy earth, by the place of going down into cellars at the light Nuptials of 
Proserpina, and returns at the light inventions of her daughter, and other things 
which are concealed in her temple in the City Eleusis in Attica. Besides, with the 
divers sorts of the names of the Stars, they command us to call upon them by the 
names of the Intelligencies, ruling over the Stars themselves, of which we shall speak 
more at large in their proper place. They that desire further examples of these, let 
them search into the hymns of Orpheus, then which nothing is more efficatious in 
naturall Magick, if they together with their circumstances, which wise men know, be 
used according to a due harmony, with all attention.  

But to return to our purpose. Such like verses being aptly, and duly made according 
to the rule of the Stars, and being full of signification, & meaning, and opportunely 
pronounced with vehement affection, as according to the number, proportion of 
their Articles, so according to the form resulting from the Articles, and by the 
violence of imagination, do confer a very great power in the inchanter [enchanter], 
and sometimes transfers it upon the thing inchanted [enchanted], to bind, and direct 
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it to the same purpose for which the affections, and speeches of the inchanter 
[enchanter] are intended. Now the instrument of inchanters [enchanters] is a most 
pure harmoniacall spirit, warm, breathing, living, bringing with it motion, affection, 
and signification, composed of its parts, endued with sence, and conceived by 
reason. By the quality therefore of this spirit, and by the Celestiall similitude thereof, 
besides those things which have already been spoken of, verses also from the 
opportunity of time, receive from above most excellent vertues, and indeed more 
sublime, and efficatious then spirits, & vapors exhaling out of the Vegetable life, out 
of hearbs, roots, gums, aromaticall things, and fumes, and such like. And therefore 
Magicians inchanting [enchanting] things, are wont to blow, and breath [breathe] 
upon them the words of the verse, or to breath [breathe] in the vertue with the 
spirit, that so the whole vertue of the soul be directed to the thing inchanted 
[enchanted], being disposed for the receiving the said vertue. And here it is to be 
noted, that every oration, writting [writing], and words, as they induce accustomed 
motions by their accustomed numbers, and proportions, and form, so also besides 
their usuall order, being pronounced, or wrote backwards, more unto unusuall 
effects.  

 

 

Now here is a section on the ‘vertue’ of writing as opposed to speech. 

 

Chapter 1.73. Of the vertue of writting [writing], and of making imprecations, and 
inscriptions. 

The use of words, and speech, is to express the inwards of the mind, and from 
thence to draw forth the secrets of the thoughts, and to declare the will of the 
speaker. Now writing is the last expression of the mind, and is the number of speech 
and voice, as also the collection, state, end, continuing, and iteration, making a habit, 
which is not perfected with the act of ones voice. And whatsoever is in the mind, in 
voice, in word, in oration, and in speech, the whole, and all of this is in writing also. 
And as nothing which is conceived in the mind is not expressed by voice, so nothing 
which is expressed is not also written. And therefore Magicians command, that in 
every work, there be imprecations, and inscriptions made, by which the operator 
may express his affection: that if he gather an Hearb [herb], or a Stone, he declare 
for what use he doth it; if he make a picture, he say, and write to what end he 
maketh it; with imprecations, and inscriptions. Albertus also in his book called 
Speculum, doth not disallow, without which all our works would never be brought 
into effect; Seeing a disposition doth not cause an effect, but the act of the 
disposition. We find also that the same kind of precepts was in use amongst the 
Ancients, as Virgil testifies, when he sings,  
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----- I walk a round 
First with these threads, in number which three are, 
'Bout th' Altars thrice I shall thy Image bear.  

And a little after.  

Knots, Amaryllis tye [tie]! of Colours three, 
Then say, these bonds I knit, for Venus be.  

And in the same place.  

As with one fire this clay doth harder prove, 
The wax more soft; so Daphnis with our love. 

 

 

 

Here is a section on written characters and their efficacy, particularly those in the 

Hebrew alphabet. 

 

Chapter 1.74. Of the proportion, correspondency, reduction of Letters to the 
Celestiall Signs, and Planets, according to various tongues, and a Table shewing 
this. 

God gave to man a mind, and speech, which (as saith Mercurius Trismegistus) are 
thought to be a gift of the same vertue, power, and immortality. The omnipotent 
God hath by his providence divided the speech of men into divers languages; which 
languages have according to their diversity received divers, and proper Characters of 
writing, consisting in their certain order, number, and figure, not so disposed, and 
formed by hap, or chance, nor by the weak judgement of man, but from above, 
whereby they agree with the Celestiall, and divine bodies, and vertues. But before all 
notes of languages, the writing of the Hebrews is of all the most sacred in the figures 
of Characters, points of vowels, and tops of accents, as consisting in matter, form, 
and spirit. […] 

[I]t is observed by all wise men, that the Hebrew letters are the most efficacious of 
all, because they have the greatest similitude with Celestials, and the world, and that 
the letters of the other tongues have not so great an efficacy, because they are more 
distant from them. Now the disposition of these, the following Table will explain. 
Also all the Letters have double numbers of their order, viz. Extended, which simply 
express of what number the letters are, according to their order: and collected, 
which recollect with themselves the numbers of all the preceding letters. Also they 
have integrall numbers, which result from the names of Letters, according to their 
various manners of numbring [numbering]. The vertues of which numbers, he that 
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shall know, shall be able in every tongue to draw forth wonderfull mysteries by their 
letters, as also to tell what things have been past, and foretell things to come. There 
are also other mysterious joynings of letters with numbers: but we shall abundantly 
discourse of all these in the following Books: Wherefore we will now put an end to 
this first Book. 

 

 

 

 

 

So that’s it!  There are other things I could have included – Mauss on the relationship 

between ‘verbal and non-verbal rites’, for example – but this is supposed to give a 

flavor of what it might be like to investigate the idea that language has magical 

properties in either a figurative sense, a literal sense, or something in between. 

 

RSJ 

 


