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Talismans and charms are first and foremost means of practical magic enabling humans to communicate, influence or control the workings of the invisible forces of nature for their own benefit.  These may include what we in the West would call spirits or demons, but oftentimes it simply refers to the life force, vital essences or animate processes that all things possess, which is a far cry from most Western conceptions of the spirit world.

 Talismans are often used to cure sickness, bless marriage, ease childbirth, protect household from fire, to stave off pestilence and misfortune, guard against calamities, invite good fortune, provide the strength, harmonize polarities, influence the weather, control ones emotions, etc. in short, talismans and charms are impersonal repositories of power.  Talismans gain their power by simple convention (and general agreement that a given form is simply naturally endowed with power), through ritual, contact with other powerful people things or forces (contagion) or through metaphor.  Very often talismans establish complex connections between forces, things and attributes drawing together concepts that we in the west might not acknowledge is having any connection whatsoever.

In their original form many talismans are highly impermanent and perishable.  These can consist of diagrams drawn in the dust or dirt with a stick or finger other times they may be written on paper and burnt as offerings to the forces.  They may consist of sand paintings, tattoos, and amulets, may be worked into the designs of clothing, architecture or sculpture, may be carried or eaten or buried.  The varieties of compositions that many cultures use is enormous, ranging from the spontaneity of trance-drawings to the meticulous draftsmanship of pseudoscientific diagrams and magic charts.  Nearly every culture has developed some form of talismanic image.  It may be argued that commercial logos serve a similar purpose.  They embody the “elan vital” of the corporation, seek to influence consumers and investors and financial markets.  Ordinary people may find a sense of well being (comfort, confidence, coolness) provided by corporate talismans as it helps them stave off the unseen forces of aging, decrepitude or foolishness, while surrounding them with the aura of such positive spirits as sophistication, coolness, belonging, power or wealth.
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Some examples of talismanic associations

[image: image10.png]



[image: image11.png]ELEMENT: Wood —  Fire —  Earth —  Metal —  Water

DIRECTION East South Centre West North
Corour: Blue Red Yellow White Black
SEASON: Spring Summer Late Summer  Autumn Winter
NUMBERS AND
HEAVENLY STEMS (yin) 8, i 2, ting 10, chi 4, hsin 6, kuei
(yang) 3, chia 7, ping S, wi 9, keng 1, jen
CLIMATE: Windy Hot Humid Dry Cold
MOUNTAINS T’ai-shan Heng-shan Sung-shan Hua-shan Heng-shan
(in Funan) (in Hopei)
PranETs: Jupiter Mars Saturn Venus Mercury
SouND: Shouting Laughing Singing Weeping Groaning
MUSICAT NOTE: chiieh chih kung shang yii
VIRTUES : Benevolence  Propricty Faith Righteousness  Wisdom
EmoTioNs: Anger Joy Sympathy Grief Fear
ANIMALS : Dragon Phocenix Ox or Buffalo  Tiger Snake and/or
Tortoise
VISCERA : Liver Heart Spleen Lungs Kidneys
ORIFICES : Eyes Ears Mouth Nose Anus and Vulv
Tissuks : Ligaments Arterics Muscles Hair and Skin  Bones
Fravour: Sour Bitter Sweet Pungent Salt
Opbour: Rancid Scorched Fragrant Rotten Putrid
EMPERORS : Fu Hsi Shen Nung Huang-ti Shao-hao Chiian-hsii
THEIR ASSISTANTS : Chit Mang Chu Jung Hou-t'u Ju-shou Hstian-ming
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Procedures:

1.
Identify an unseen aspect or force that you posses or that effects you, that you would like to influence in some way (attract, repel, alter).  Try to be as specific, honest and self-insightful as possible rather then vague or arbitrary.

2.
Start with your three initials.  Abstract the letterforms as the beginning of your composition.  Lay out the forms on a grid and experiment with different symmetries on various axes.

3.  We will be executing these in the medium of woodcut using a 5”X5” square. Designs that are shape oriented and use positive/negative space relationships are more likely to be successful then linear designs.

4. Develop or invent the proper presentation for your print(s).  You can print onto a variety of surfaces (paper, cloth, wood, etc.), in a variety of colors, in any arrangement, any number of times.   The repeatability of the print is important! Use a presentation format that is consistent with your image and its content.  Find a way to get your talisman out in the world rather then just centered on a piece of paper and tacked to the wall.  Be inventive!

Hints:
· Because talismans are powerful they often use occult (hidden) imagery. Find ways of meaningfully abstracting or personalizing your source material so that it is not “transparent”

· Do lots of visual as well as standard research to get ideas for your choice of imagery

· Don’t use or radically transform cliché symbols

· The first, and perhaps most fun form of research, is to get ideas from friends and peers.  Discuss your ideas!
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