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I like the title of our project, ‘Language as Talisman’, because it seems to point towards aspects of 

language use that are powerful, material, magical, symbolic, and perhaps a little bit irrational.  

Obviously we’re using the term ‘talisman’ in a fairly metaphorical way – we’re not suggesting that 

contemporary people actually see themselves as performing occult practices when they engage in 

the kinds of language use we’re interested in – not generally, anyway.  The point is more that the 

term evokes a certain view of what language can do for its users. 

In order to justify our use of the term and provide some provocation for the concrete discussions of 

contemporary language use that we’re going to have, I’d really like to build up a more detailed sense 

of what the word ‘talisman’ implies.  What exactly are ‘talismans’?  How are they supposed to work? 

And what role does language play in the pre-existing concept of the ‘talisman’? 

To that end, I have started to cast around for interesting information.  An internet search led me to 

an article that I think sounds promising: ‘Tycho’s Talisman’, which appeared last year in Early Science 

and Medicine and is about Tycho Brahe, the Renaissance astronomer and alchemist.  The article (by 

Alistair Kwan) looks at the possibility that Tycho may have been influenced by the ‘talismanic ideas’ 

to be found in works such as Agrippa’s De occulta philosophia and John Dee’s Propaedeumata 

aphoristica. I haven’t got the full text – I’ll order it through interlibrary loans – but the abstract 

implies that there was a whole field of discussion about ‘talismanic magic’ in early modern Europe 

and I think it could be thought-provoking to see what that was all about.  It’s an interesting period 

because activities that resemble modern science and activities that look completely occult were still 

quite closely tied together at the time.  Worth some thought, I think. 
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Right, I’ve ordered ‘Tycho’s Talisman’ and I’ve also done a little bit of searching to see if there’s 

much contemporary work on early modern ‘talismanic magic’.  There clearly is some and online I 

found a collection of essays on John Dee published in 2006 as part of the series ‘International 

Archives of the History of Ideas’.  Being on Google Books, substantial portions are missing, but it 

includes an essay by a Hungarian scholar, György E. Szönyi, which includes s this promising footnote:  

A few pertinent works among the extensive scholarly literature on Renaissance talismanic 

magic include Franz Boll and Carl Besold, Sternglaube und Sterndeutung: Die Geschichte und 

das Wesen der Astrologie, ed. Wilhelm Gundel (Berlin, 1926); Richard Hans Laars, Das Buch 

der Amulette und Talismane: Talismanische Astrologie und Magie (Leipzig, 1932); Karl A. 

Nowotny, “The Construction of Certain Seals and Characters in the Work of Agrippa of 

Nettesheim,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 12 (1949): 46-57; D.P. Walker, 

Spiritual and Demonic Magic from Ficino to Campanella (London: The Warburg Institute, 

1958); E.A. Wallis Budge, Amulets and Talismans (New York: University Books, 1961); 

Frances A. Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (London: Routledge and Kegan 

Paul, 1964); Liselotte Hansman and Lenz Kriss-Rettenbeck, Amulett und Talisman: 

Erscheinungsform und Geschichte (Munich: Callwey, 1966), etc. 
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I find it sort of reassuring to see that Frances Yates is one of the scholars mentioned as a name in the 

field – there must be something interesting going on if she wrote about it! 


