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“This is a very well-researched and well-written book, presenting great information through many photos of artifacts with annotations to help decode the meaning of the signs, numbers, and symbols used in witchcraft practices and esoteric traditions in general. It certainly is an inspirational work, and it sparks your interest in other topics. This book gives what is surely the most authoritative account of symbolism and practices in witchcraft available.”

NATASHA HELVIN,
AUTHOR OF SLAVIC WITCHCRAFT

“Written by one of the great wisdom keepers of British lore, this book is the most wonderful treasury of amulets, protective emblems, and the folklore by which people have kept themselves safe against plagues, envy, and evils of many kinds. Very highly recommended as an authentic sourcebook of protective wisdom.”

CAITLÍN MATTHEWS,
COAUTHOR OF THE LOST 
BOOK OF THE GRAIL

“The wise words of Nigel Pennick are amplified by the feast for the eyes in the images cataloging the ability of human beings to imbue power into objects as well as the innate ‘manna’ contained in certain shapes, words, and symbols. I am grateful for Nigel’s valuable insights in this historical, multicultural, spiritual archive of fetishes and how they empower individuals in the face of authoritarian oppressive decrees. If you thought you knew everything about sigils, seals, talismans, and symbols, get ready to expand—thanks to Nigel’s masterful scholarly work contained within these pages.”

MAJA D’AOUST,
AUTHOR OF FAMILIARS IN WITCHCRAFT

“This substantial compendium, documenting amulets and talismans’ myriad manifestations, is pure Pennick and sans pareil. It is not only based upon a lifetime of learning but also the author’s own artistic craftsmanship and keen-eyed collecting, as evidenced by the wealth of accompanying images. The result is a gem-studded wizard’s chest of living folklore, overflowing with contents that cannot fail to fascinate and enchant.”

MICHAEL MOYNIHAN, PH.D.,
COAUTHOR OF LORDS OF CHAOS

“The breadth and depth of Pennick’s knowledge of folklore and magic never fails to deliver, and his latest work is no exception. Reaching across multiple cultures and spanning time from ancient history into the modern era, this book covers all aspects of the magic that deals with created objects and symbols of all varieties. The creation of amulets, talismans, and charms is the meeting of the numinous and the practical, embodying the desire and vision of the maker into a manifested creation, and this book covers all aspects of this most practical form of magic. Accompanied by numerous illustrations, this would be a welcome addition to any collection.”

ALICE KARLSDÓTTIR,
AUTHOR OF NORSE GODDESS 
MAGIC

“This book will inspire the reader to create sacred and magical objects, using media such as knotwork, ropes, bells, feathers, roots, bones, stones, and herbs. Numbers, colors, glyphs, and signs are offered as suggestions to add potency to these creations. Artists, magicians, witches, and Druids who seek to create physical objects of power and protection will find herein a treasure trove of historically grounded practices.”

ELLEN EVERT HOPMAN,
AUTHOR OF THE SACRED 
HERBS OF SAMHAIN

“What we have in Pennick is a modern-day cunning man. He is not only an authority in the field of folk magic but an active magical practitioner who is in tune with the energies and rhythms of landscape, symbol, and the timeless rituals and traditions that have helped to bolster man’s connection to a universe that is alive. Ancestral Power of Amulets, Talismans, and Mascots is a boon to students of folklore and practitioners alike.”

JOHNNY DECKER MILLER,
AUTHOR OF DARK MAGIC



[image: image]

Introduction

Lucky Charms, Amulets, and Mascots

 

 

 

The great truth, or the absolute truth, makes itself visible to our mind through the invisible.

GEORGES VANTONGERLOO


TALISMANS AND AMULETS

Amulets and talismans, which include lucky charms and mascots, are carried or worn for essentially magical purposes. They are carried, worn, or displayed for their efficacy in preserving the wearer from hurt, bodily or spiritual. People who use them believe they are protected, assisted, or healed by a benevolent influence that is inherent within the objects, whose forms and variants compose a “code of symbols, accompanied by traditions which explain them” (Lethaby 1891, 2). However there is a difference between amulets and talismans.

An amulet may be a natural object possessing a particular intrinsic power: it may be a notable mineral object like a gem, a naturally holed stone, or a fossil, or it may be a whole or part of an animal or a plant, a human-made artifact, or a found object. Amulets exert their power whether or not they have been consecrated. An amulet or talisman may be seen as bringing luck, health, wealth, and happiness while preempting and averting harm. The mechanism by which luck, health, wealth, and happiness are achieved may be protective, by deflecting, blocking, or impeding demonic interference, or attractive, by bringing in or creating positive energies. Of course an amulet may do both. Writing about Flemish amulets early in the twentieth century, W. L. Hildburgh noted that some may be amuletic in their original intention while others may not, but be used as amulets nevertheless (Hildburgh 1908b, 200). Amuletic lucky charms, whose intrinsic power comes from their shape and associations, need not be empowered through ritual. Their forms often symbolize spiritual principles, and they give an opportunity for master craftspeople to produce work of exceptional beauty and power.

The word talisman has the meaning of objects bearing sigils, seals, or magical or religious texts that have been empowered by consecration or ritual. Like amulets, their function is to protect the person from evil, illness, and bodily harm. Talismans are material supporters of spiritual powers. They are artifacts charged by ceremonial consecration to possess specific energies. The nature of a talisman depends entirely on the ritual actions enacted during its preparation and the intent put into it. If it is a written text, the intention of the scribe and the meaning of the inscription endow it with their power. Each talisman is individual. It embodies a specific function known to the user, so that, when carried or worn on the person, it evokes its powers within the user internally as well as externally. Talisman makers strive to ensure that the magical virtues of the materials they use relate to the intended use. Only when inner powers and purpose are in perfect alignment can a talisman function properly.

[image: image]

Fig. I.1. Shield-knot tile amulet

Elizabeth Villiers proposed a theory on “how mascots gain their power”: that they do not contain intrinsic power but rather attract influences. “Originally the word ‘influence,’” she wrote, “was used astrologically and referred only to the occult power, the virtue, that was believed to flow from the planets to affect all things on earth. Thus the word is used in its strictest sense if we say that mascots have no power of their own, but serve to attract the influence of the Unknown and thus they benefit mankind” (Villiers 1923, 6). She claimed that no mascot will bring good fortune to one who is unworthy of it (Villiers 1923, 1).
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Chapter 1

Functions

 

 

 

The functions and uses of amulets, talismans, charms, and mascots are numerous. Because something is labeled as one or the other does not mean that it has the same use as another similarly labeled. The meaning ascribed to a particular amulet or class of amulet at one place and time may not be the same that it had at another place and time. Meanings are a matter of cultural agreement, and even something like a religious text encapsulated in a charm can have a number of different meanings and interpretations in different places and at different times. Talismans created for individuals for a specific purpose have a known meaning to the maker and owner. But even they may pass to another by gift, sale, inheritance, or theft and thereafter be thought of in other ways.

Usually amulets, talismans, and charms are ascribed a specific function, such as to attract good luck, to preserve good luck, to avoid bad luck, to block evil spirits, and to deflect or divert the evil eye. They may invoke the assistance of divine or supernatural beings, guard against plague and pestilence, ward off wild animals, and be a safeguard against sudden or violent death. They may serve to alleviate suffering, assist in childbirth, and heal illnesses. They can remind the carrier of religious beliefs and obligations. They can increase confidence, suppress fear, and bring hope to the owner. They have many functions; even the ubiquitous lucky horseshoe may be used to boost the chances of a gambler, deter evil spirits, assist a bride, keep a wild horse away from the stable, or frustrate the machinations of ill-wishers.

But even in the days when almost everyone had faith in amulets, charms, and talismans, it was recognized that wearing or carrying them did not absolve the user from using common sense, taking care, and being aware of signs, both physical and otherworldly. In the nineteenth century the coal miners of the Black Country in the West Midlands of England were on the lookout for “the seven deadly signs.” Originating before the eighteenth century, these were bad omens, some in dreams, which, if foolishly ignored on the way to work in the mine, would certainly lead to the death of the miner down below. Here is a list called the Colliers’ Guide of Signs and Warnings, which formerly hung in the Cockfighters’ Arms public house in Wednesbury, Staffordshire.*1


	To dream of a broken shoe is a sure sign of danger.

	If you meet a woman at the rising of the sun, turn again from the pit. A sure sign of danger.

	To dream of a fire is a sure sign of danger.

	To see a bright light in ye mine is a sure sign to flee away.

	If Gabriel’s Hounds bin aboute, do not work that day.

	When foule smells be aboute, ye pit, a sure sign that the imps bin anneare [in standard English, “are near”—NP].

	To charm away ghosts and ye like, take a Bible and a key. Hold both in ye right hand and say ye Lord’s Prayer and they will right speedily get farre away.



The seventh of these signs is a means of driving away evil spirits, and the seventh “deadly sign” proper is to see a robin on the handle of the local water pump. On the south coast of England, the quarrymen of the Isle of Portland watched out for similar deadly signs and, although almost everyone carried an amulet of one kind or another, refused to work for the day if one appeared on their way to work. It was better to have no pay that day than to be injured or killed.
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Chapter 2

The Attitude of Authority toward Amulets

 

 

 

Whether by default or deliberately, the contemporary world attempts, usually successfully, to force the calculating mind on us all. The meditative, eldritch mind is prevented from manifesting by external forces that compel the individual to be constantly calculating what to do in order to conform and not be punished for doing spontaneously something that is disapproved of currently. Consequently the mind is closed to spontaneity, oblivious to the appearance of
ostenta of any kind. The mind is attached compulsorily to the contingent needs of society thrust on it during every waking moment. Totalitarian religion and politics operate on this principle, not allowing anyone within their grasp to escape from this state of mind, which requires continuous and unbroken awareness of avoiding thinking or doing anything contrary to the authorities’ requirements.

But centralized authorities in the most dictatorial of states cannot “win the hearts and minds” of every person under their jurisdiction. Even if autonomy and dissidence is silenced by force and threat of force, proscribed feelings and beliefs will persist among those who cannot or will not go along with the official belief system. The medieval church, in its periodic outbursts of zeal, persecuted astrologers, fortunetellers, alchemists, magicians, and amulet makers for practicing in areas of human experience forbidden by religious doctrine. Those who did not follow church teachings—Jews, pagans, atheists, and those who held nonstandard Christian ideas that got them branded as superstitious heretics—were persecuted and often killed in church-sponsored witch hunts and pogroms. But as Reverend Christopher Wordsworth observed in 1903, “Amulets were forbidden in centuries the sixth to the tenth. But they still survived” (Wordsworth 1903, 397). As it had been in European countries, in colonial territories, indigenous religion was extirpated, sacred images were burned, and the wearing of amulets and talismans was prohibited. Despite these totalitarian attempts over centuries, policing beliefs and practices ultimately proved futile.

[image: image]

Fig. 2.1. A runic bracteate, twentieth century

The Latin word for superstition, superstitio, from which contemporary concepts come, originated in Roman pagan times, describing the excessive performance of religious rites and ceremonies. Cicero described it as empty fear of the gods, rather than proper observances. To do more than is strictly necessary is to be superstitious. Seneca even wrote a whole treatise on superstitio, but it is lost. The word superstitio was absorbed into the terminology of the early Roman Catholic Church, which was then attempting to extinguish practices and beliefs that stemmed from the pagan religions that it supplanted. It also took on the meaning of “things that stand over” (from a previous time), that is, things that are considered worthless or even harmful anachronisms. The idea of superstition was taken up later by Protestants and applied to the practices of Catholic religion, such as the veneration of images. Following the Protestant denunciation of “popery” as superstitious, the word was taken up by atheist rationalists and positivists who claimed that because science now explained the world, all magic and religion were superstition and thus worthless things that had to be abolished before “mankind” could progress.

During the imperialist period the magical, religious, and symbolic practices of native cultures were decried as superstition by the Christian missionaries and the many rationalist anthropologists from Europe and the United States who reported them. Similarly the customs, rites, and ceremonies of indigenous Europeans, such as witchcraft, folk magic, and the use of charms and divination, were seen as superstition by the ruling classes, who attempted to destroy them. The name of one African religious cult, Mumbo-Jumbo, even became a word in English that means meaningless superstition.

This historical background means that when the word superstition is used by someone, there is a wealth of attached meaning. It carries connotations of primitivity, not in the meaning of unsophistication, but as something rendered obsolete and unnecessary by rational civilization. Given its religious gloss, it also designates a degree of provocative willfulness, a deliberate and perverse intention by the practitioner not to see the truth and to continue in error.

The use of amulets, shunned as witchcraft, was actually fueled by preachers in their own countries and the colonies who warned of imminent visitations by the devil and his infernal legions if their congregations did not conform to impossibly strict religious regulations. Accidents, illnesses, and misfortunes were blamed on the activities of evil spirits acting under the orders of the devil. The world was teeming with evil spirits just waiting for a chance to do harm to those human beings who were not pious enough. Clearly it was a dangerous world, and a few hours in church on Sundays and holy days were not enough to protect against the ever-present danger of demonic attack.
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Fig. 2.2. Runic cross of Johannes Bureus

Although it was strictly against early Christian teachings, the church catered to the need for protection against the Demonic Empire by issuing consecrated talismans that included crosses, medallions of saints, and religious texts to be carried by individuals wherever they went. Pilgrim badges depicting the saint to whose shrine the devotee had traveled were prized for their protective qualities. These talismans also functioned as shields against ill-wishing by witches and attacks by people possessing the evil eye. To be empowered, they were touched against the relics of the shrine. Parallel to this service, which was provided (at a cost) by the Catholic Church, there were traditional amulets whose nature varied with place and era, an “underground” magical practice in parallel with the church’s. Often, as today, they appeared as ornamental jewelry, not overtly magical or religious in function to the casual observer. The cimaruta of Naples is perhaps the most persistent of these charms.

In Protestant countries, once Catholic images and practices had been destroyed, there were no priests to consecrate religious talismans against these spiritual and magical dangers. The veneration of saints, once the bedrock of sacred talismans, was abolished, and their shrines were dug up, looted, and dispersed. Fragments of these shrines and parts of saints’ bodies were taken away clandestinely by believers and preserved, becoming amulets in the process. Amulets and talismans (consecrated by special rites) of underground magical practice took on a greater significance. Rites and ceremonies of secret rural fraternities also employed symbolic amulets and talismans known only to sworn initiates.
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Fig. 2.3. Locators’ guild tin with Masonic square and compass sigil
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Chapter 3

Amulets in Rationalism and Modernism

 

 

 

In the late nineteenth century, rationalists, positivists, socialists, and communists decried religion and superstition as hindrances to social progress. Campaigns were also waged against vanity, conspicuous consumption, and the use of ornament and finery that had no mundane, functional purpose. In his 1899 book The Theory of the Leisure Class, Thorsten Veblen linked delinquency with “a superstitious habit of mind.” The delinquent, he asserted, “is a great believer in luck, spells, divination, and destiny, and in omens and shamanistic ceremony” (Veblen [1899] 1973, 75). A few years later, echoing the Italian criminologist Lombroso, the Austrian architect Adolf Loos railed against ornament in a highly influential polemic titled Ornament und Verbrechen (Ornament and crime), in which he equated the intimidating tattoos of criminals with ornament in general. Loos presented ornament as a symbol of deviant behavior that must be eliminated. It was very much part of the theory of degeneracy of people and society that was fashionable in the early twentieth century. In its most extreme form, this thinking led to the gulags and the Holocaust.

What Loos either chose to ignore or was actually ignorant of was that ornament, properly applied, has a spiritual meaning. The Latin word ornare has a meaning of “preparation, to make ready,” that is, to prepare a sacred place, making it fit and ready for the entry of the deity. Ornament properly means making something spiritually acceptable, not just something arbitrary that pleases the human eye. To ornament meant to bedeck a shrine with offerings that would invoke the deity, to make it fit for the spirit to enter. Ornament was not something inessential added arbitrarily to please the eye; it was an intrinsic part of the rite of sanctification.
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Fig. 3.1. Wheat sheaf amulet of abundant harvest, horse brass (also see color plate 1)

The possibility of this very process was forgotten and denigrated by those who held modernism to be a progressive break from all tradition and sought to wipe out all remembrance of spiritual practice in the furtherance of a brave new world. Even those who collected and studied amulets and charms saw their continued use in the modern age as somewhat unexpected. “Strange to say,” wrote the archaeologist Sir W. M. Flinders Petrie in 1914, “a large part of the children of the lower classes wear them; and the extent to which persons of supposed education will wear charms and mascots is an extraordinary revelation of the real fatuity and savagery of the mind of modern man” (Petrie 1914, 1). Their proliferation in the Great War that began in the year Petrie published his book was a matter of concerned study and comment. In 1920 Giuseppe Bellucci noted that Italian soldiers in that war had carried all sorts of traditional amulets but also new ones fashioned from fragments of munitions (Bellucci 1920, 14). A. R. Wright, in 1928, echoed Bellucci: “Much more astonishing than the revival of some ancient amulets, is the enormous outburst of new ones, and importation and adoption of foreign amulets, under the less ‘superstitious’ name of mascots” (Wright 1928, 73).

By this time religious images that somehow had escaped destruction were seen as “works of art” to be looked at rather than venerated. Even venerable relics were taken from working cathedrals and put in museum cabinets. This process applied also to sacred items taken from the colonies and displayed in museums as examples of primitive exotic artistry. But this approach denies the perception of the eldritch, the supernatural, that makers and users know is present in sacred images, amulets, and talismans. As Frederick Thomas Elworthy noted, “The monks of old saw the goblins they carved through the eye of undoubting belief” (Elworthy 1895, 231). André Malraux noted that when the images were made, to both artisan and devotee, Venus was Venus and a crucifix was Christ crucified (Malraux 1954, 52). For the concept of art to come into being, such artifacts need to be desacralized—removed from their context and put on show elsewhere in a secular place.

The architectural movement tellingly called purism, founded in 1918, actively promoted the faith that ornament, amulets, and mascots were outmoded remnants of primitive barbaric societies and had been rendered unnecessary by the new, clean, scientific-rational, concrete-and-glass world of the twentieth century. War had cleansed the old world, just as the futurist Filippo Tommaso Emilio Marinetti had promised. At the same time, the Weimar-era Bauhaus movement in Germany sought to “start again from zero” and make a clean sweep of all reference to the past. The main protagonists of purism were Amedeé Ozenfant, whose nickname was “Saugnier,” and Charles-Édouard Jeanneret, who tellingly took the pseudonym “Le Corbusier,” after the medieval workmen who were employed to clean crow droppings from churches. The purists saw ornament as the equivalent of abhorrent bird droppings and so produced sterile, blank surfaces, which, they believed, would raise human society to a higher level. The use of such pseudonyms was prevalent among Marxists of the period—Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin being the best known. There was no place in modernism for natural energies or divine powers, let alone talismans and amulets. The brave new world would stride forward toward a bright shiny rational future where the “new man” would be forged. But they failed. Lucky charms, amulets, and talismans continued to be made, found, and used.

It is a matter of consciousness. The contemporary world attempts, usually successfully, to force the calculating mind on us all. The meditative, eldritch mind is prevented from manifesting by external forces that compel the individual to be constantly calculating what to do in order to conform. The possession and use of charms, amulets, and talismans is an antidote to this, for they serve no one but the user. The pig charm described here expresses this perfectly.
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Fig. 3.2. Equal-armed cross with sigils of the four seasons, Alsace, France
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Chapter 4

Amulets, Talismans, Charms, and the Law

 

 

 

Over many centuries in the West, charms have come into conflict with the law. Christian prohibitions on pagan sacred items and magical texts were enforced from the beginning. Accounts of the successful attempts by missionaries to obliterate indigenous practices are sometimes the only record of them. The texts that record these events are written in glowing praise of what can now be seen as cultural genocide, so they must be read accordingly. Also practices by Christian priests that were identical in principle with the things they deplored are described in different terms by their apologists. A new terminology was invented to describe them so that they appeared different from the pagan and magical practices they supplanted. Magical and talismanic texts, written by priests, were permissible because they had new Latin names. They could be used in exactly the same way their pagan forerunners had been. But they were presented as good and godly, while the forerunners were condemned as evil and satanic.

In Flanders, like all the other missionaries, Saint Eligius (588–660) attempted to destroy the indigenous pagan religion and practices, including the use of amulets and talismans. He prohibited vetulae (straw plaits) and amulets hung around the necks of humans and animals. Women were forbidden to hang amber from their necks and to call on their goddess in their weaving and dyeing of cloth. But around the same time in pagan Zealand, where missionaries had not arrived 
to destroy the local culture, a runic pendant was being made with the 
inscription “Harihua I am called I give good luck” (Macleod and Mees 2006, 94). The Gibu Auja “good luck” formula was never destroyed and appears now on contemporary runic amulets.
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Fig. 4.1. Bindrune Gibu Auja, meaning good luck

Six hundred years later, in 1224, Saint Francis of Assisi was producing similar amulets to be hung round the neck—written Christian religious texts bearing divine names and blessings. It was deemed proper to do this for people, so long as no payment was made for the service (Skemer 2006, 176). Such texts were assembled in various ways, often in a small pouch containing paper folded in an intricate manner. These items were called variously a chartula, litterula, or schedula (Skemer 2006, 172). They were bound to the body as phylacteries. Sometimes a number of them were assembled as kits and kept in special boxes. Printed Austrian Breverls from the seventeenth century onward are a later example of religious textual amulets.

Many Christian literary amulets and talismans originated in the Jewish tradition, and this connection was recognized and disapproved of by hard-line priests. Hebrew magic squares and grids such as the Aiq Beker, “the Qabalah of Nine Chambers,” were significant models for non-Jewish magic squares, both numerical and literary (Pennick 1992a, 8–42). Magic letters squares such as the SATOR and others associated with medieval magic entered folk tradition and produced local variants such as the RATS (fig. 4.2). Historically such homemade amulets were in competition with the official exorcisms of priests, which cost money. The diminishing triangle amulet ABRACADABRA, which has a Hebrew counterpart, and the smaller Wattish’ka triangle of letters, an amulet against fire, are other examples of vernacular tradition (Pennick 1992a, 38).
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Fig. 4.2. Literary magic square amulet to drive away rats, circa 1990

In fourteenth-century England the Fasciculum morum, a Franciscan textbook manual for preachers, warned of Tilsters, laypeople who attempted to effect cures by the laying on of “false charms.” These charms included Christian textual amulets. But this was deemed to be witchcraft inspired by the devil (Wenzel 1989, 576). However, according to Raymundus de Peñafort, it was permissible for people to use Christian texts in an amuletic way, so long as they honored God and did not promise immediate results (Skemer 2006, 192). In the early fifteenth century, Ulrich von Pottenstein preached that using amulets was a sign of complicity with the devil. In this he was following the teachings of certain sects of Islam that wearing a taweez is a form of shirk, that is “ascribing partners to God,” hence, is forbidden.

In Iceland the tradition of runic knowledge continued from the settlement times and is unbroken until the present day. Talismanic sigil-magic is extant in a number of medieval magical manuscripts, including the Galdrabók, the Hlíðarendabók, the Huld Manuscript, and the Kreddur Manuscript, all preserved in the National Library in Reykjavik. Specific sigils were written on parchment and used to assist people in various walks of life. Some are recognizable from widespread European magical traditions, while others are specific to Iceland. Some incorporate runes. Vegvísir helped mariners keep on course at sea and ride out storms (fig. 4.3), veiðistafur gave success to fishermen, kaupaloki helped merchants to close deals and prosper, Þjófastafur warded off thieves or exposed their deeds, angurgapi was carved on the ends of barrels to prevent leakages, while farmers used tóustefna to keep foxes away. Thieves could gain access through locked doors with a lásabrjótur (see fig. 4.4. 
below).

[image: image]

Fig. 4.3. Vegvísir, pyrography on birch wood, Norfolk, 2019 (also see color plate 2)
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Fig. 4.4. Lásabrjótur, an Icelandic lock breaker amulet used by thieves to gain entry

The use of these and other talismans in playing chess and backgammon and to win wrestling matches was punished heavily. A number of people were burned at the stake for using them (Davídsson 1903, passim; Flowers 1989, 59–103).

The prosecution of amulet sellers and users has a very long history in Europe. In France in 1445 the council at Rouen ordered that people who hung notes and textual amulets around their or their animals’ necks should serve a month’s imprisonment and practice fasting. In England in 1590 James Sykes from Guiseley, Yorkshire, was brought before the Archbishop’s Court in York and accused of having prepared and hung paper amulets on the manes of sick horses in an attempt to cure them (Flowers 1989, 169). In France people nailed Billets de SainteAgathe to the walls of houses and stables to defend against fire. Almost three hundred years later, during the First World War (1914–1918), people in Britain and France were being prosecuted for selling charms and amulets to wives and girlfriends of soldiers serving on the front line (Davies 2018, 105–7). Charms came to the notice of the law in England in 1926 when a gypsy named Smith was brought before the magistrates at Higham Ferrers in Northamptonshire and convicted for selling “charms to burn, wear, and put under her pillow.” The charm seller was given one month’s imprisonment with hard labor (Thompson 1927, 305).

Examples of criminals carrying amulets are, understandably, rare. William Jones noted a piece in The Graphic (June 14, 1879) that reported a trial of a burglar in London. He had been caught with a large stash of stolen goods in his house at Mile End, East London. At his trial a police officer noted that a piece of coal had been found on him because “every burglar who carries in his pocket a piece of charmed coal may defy the authorities” (Jones 1880, 193). The Imperial War Museum in London has a coal amulet sent in 1917 during the First World War to a soldier of the City of London Yeomanry by his sister (Davies 2018, 143). The blackness of coal, reflecting the blackness of night in which the burglar cannot be seen, may also have been thought to render the soldier able to defy the enemy’s munitions.

Although some charm sellers were prosecuted into the twentieth century, jewelers and industrial manufacturers who did the same thing were not. They were only subject to the ministrations of the taxman. In 1913 in the United States, a hearing was held by the U.S. Treasury Department about the status of charms for taxation purposes. Four witnesses were called for the government side and six for the importers of jewelry. The Treasury stated that “emblem charms, locket charms, neckchain charms or pendants, seal charms, and signet charms are included within the class of ‘charms.’” But the importers argued that “a charm is an article that is symbolic of something, such as a good-luck charm, a swastika charm, or a horse charm, and that lockets and pendants were never known as charms, but always bought and sold under the specific names.” The importers’ argument prevailed (McAdoo 1913, 127).

British law also has something to say about mascots. Car mascots (hood ornaments) are subject to legal sanction in the United Kingdom. UK Regulation 53 Road Vehicles (Construction and Use) Regulations 1986 (SI 1986 No. 1078) states that “no mascot, emblem, or other ornamental object shall be carried by a motor vehicle first used on or after 1 October 1937 in any position where it is likely to strike any person with whom the vehicle may collide unless the mascot is not liable to cause injury to such person by reason of any projections thereon.” Physical safety is the consideration now, rather than religious fears that mascots and talismans might attract divine retribution.
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Chapter 5

Things, Objects, and Places

 

 

 

Things worn around the neck as pendants or carried somewhere on the person are generally amulets. As C. J. S. Thompson characterized them: “the belief that certain objects, natural or artificial, composed of metals, stone, clay, or other materials sometimes possess occult powers capable of protecting those who carry them from danger, disease, or evil influences” (Thompson 1932, 229). Often collections of amulets and talismans are worn together, as on “charm bracelets.” They may include beads, objects of stone, coral, amber, silver, and gold, and the claws of eagles and bears, wolves’ teeth, toads’ bones, and snake vertebrae. Teeth, claws, and bones link the wearer to the corresponding animal powers. In traditional societies animal powers are incorporated into personal identity. The úlfheðnar and berserkir of Viking times were warriors who drew on the power of the wolf and the bear, respectively, and in later medieval times, kings such as Heinrich der Löwe (Henry the Lion) of Saxony, Richard Cœur de Lion (Lionheart) of England, and Henry the Lion of Scotland drew on the power of the lion for their fighting prowess.

Charms are amulets that have the power to hold the unknown at bay. They serve as protection against unknown and unprecedented events. Elizabeth Villiers, writing in 1923, described the universal attraction of luck-bringing charms:

The airman carries his luck bringer in his “bus” when he attempts his greatest flights; the motorist has a mascot on his car. Tennis players, even the most celebrated champions, go to the courts thus protected, so boxers enter the ring. Cricketers and footballers go to the ground with their mascots, while the thousands of spectators who watch the matches carry the chosen luck-bringers of their favourites, hoping to give them victory. In racing it is the same, and it is well known that gamblers have the greatest belief in luck bringers. . . . The lover places his ring—a mascot—on his sweetheart’s finger; the bride goes to the altar carrying her mascot of white flowers; the mother buys her baby the coral and bells, which are the mascots of childhood. The businessman has a paper-weight on his desk, and its shape is that of a horseshoe or a stag or an elephant—all-important mascots to bring commercial success. Recently an explorer set sail after having been presented with so many mascots by admirers that he was obliged to leave most of them behind, while a man tried for his life at the Old Bailey, stood in the dock with a row of mascots behind him. (Villiers 1923, 9–10)

Thompson had this to add concerning wartime talismans:

During the Great War, many of the German prisoners were found to be in possession of talismans, chiefly consisting of written charms or cabalistic letters inscribed on paper, which they carried both to protect them from harm, disease or death. 
. . . Such talismans were probably of ancient origin and appear to have been handed down in country districts in Germany from one generation to another. (Thompson 1932, 253)

Villiers defined the spiritual rules that govern the use of luck-bringers. She asserted that only a charm that had been given as a gift to the owner could be effective. If one bought one for one’s own use or obtained it unjustly, then its power would be ineffective. Furthermore, if one is an unworthy person, it will not bring good fortune (Villiers 1923, 1). Mascots are said to be most powerful if they are worn on the left side (Villiers 1923, 1). The meaning of the word mascot has altered since Villiers’s time. Mascot originated in France around 1867, with a general meaning of “a lucky charm, an amulet, or talisman.” Popularized by Edmond Audran in his opera La Mascotte (1880), it was absorbed into English with the same meaning. Subsequently the meaning of the word has become restricted to a lucky image, often a person in costume who functions as a cheerleader at sporting events. From the 1970s the rock bands the Grateful Dead and Iron Maiden have had skeletal images as their logos, mascots called Skeleton Sam and Eddie, respectively.


PLACES OF SPIRIT

During the ninth and tenth centuries, the uninhabited island of Iceland was colonized by Norse settlers from Norway and Scotland. Their response to the ensouled landscape is recorded in the Landnámabók, the book of land-taking. It is a unique record, for all other historic colonizations were of lands already inhabited by indigenous peoples whom the incoming settlers fought and conquered. Also the Norse settlers were not Christians, so they were acutely aware of the spiritual qualities of the land they had entered. Certain areas were not settled at all because they were reserved for the landvættir, the “land wights” or local spirits. At notable places, rites and ceremonies were performed in honor of the landvættir, and offerings were left for them. Some continue to honor the land wights today. Religions that view the local spirits as spiritual vermin to be extirpated do not relate to the land in the same way.

This was the way in pre-Christian Europe in general, for ancestral holy places—homesteads, grave mounds, tombs, and battlefields—were venerated as dwelling places of ancestral spirits, which were not seen as necessarily malevolent. Sagas, legends, and folktales recounted notable events that occurred there, which explained the meaning of their names. Gods, heroes, spirits, demons, events of death and destruction, apparitions, and accidents are recalled in place-names and their associated stories. Some remain today, places where people can experience transcendent states of timeless consciousness, receive spiritual inspiration, and accept healing. Materials from such places, such as dust scraped from standing stones, were (and are) considered somehow to contain some of the power.

[image: image]

Fig. 5.1. Castlerigg Stone Circle, Cumbria

It is possible to carry away the inherent magical properties of materials from specific places deemed sacred. Twigs, cones, fruit, seeds, and fragments of wood from holy trees can be made into amulets, either unaltered or by transformation into images. Likewise pieces of stone chipped from sacred megaliths or other images contain the sacred power. Even cloths dipped in the blood of slain heroes or martyrs. Even in a secular context, the Socialist hymn “The Red Flag” expresses the symbolism of the cloth stained with the blood of those who have died for the cause.

For thousands of years small sacred images and talismans have been sold at places of pilgrimage to be taken back home by pilgrims as a token that they have been there and also as powerful objects in their own right. Tourists’ souvenirs are a secular continuation of these relics of pilgrimage. This is what André Malraux called the persisting life of certain forms reemerging again and again like specters from the past (Malraux 1954, 13). Dust from standing stones and graveyards, pieces of sacred trees, wood from trees in Nazareth and Jerusalem or the British Royal Oak, Irish stones, or water from the river Jordan, the Zamzam Well at Mecca, Holywell, or Walsingham are all instances of this. Grave dirt, imbued with the essence of the dead, is an important ingredient in certain powders used by practitioners of hoodoo.

[image: image]

Fig. 5.2. Bottle of water from the Marian shrine at Walsingham, Norfolk, circa 1995
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Chapter 6

Lucky Numbers, Randomness, and Numerology

 

 

 

In ancient times and in traditional cultures today, there are no concepts of randomness and mathematical probability. All events are seen within the bounds of a theory of total control, as acts of invisible divine or supernatural beings. Religions that teach of a transcendent, all-knowing, all-powerful god cannot conceive of randomness. Mathematics is seen as a manifestation of the god, essentially carrying out his will. The concept of probability is unthinkable, for every event that occurs must be an act of God. Nothing can happen without God’s agency. God’s will controls everything down to the last speck of dust and drop of rain. The inevitable consequence of this theory is that everything that happens is preordained. Everything has been decided in advance by God and so is unchangeable. Prohibitions of divination to determine the future are always part of religions that teach infallible total control of everything by God. But because this deterministic belief denies all free will, it is arguable that those who carry out acts prohibited by religion are actually acting under the aegis of God’s will as much as those who follow the precepts. They can do no other.

[image: image]

Fig. 6.1. Stave numbers as recorded by Guido von List, 1917

As a concept randomness lies outside this deterministic belief system. Often the word random denotes unpredictable, haphazard, incoherent, or chaotic happenings—actions done without conscious choice, without objective or purpose. Mathematically the concept of randomness is not chaotic, but it signifies a lack of predictability that nevertheless obeys the laws of probability. It is this sort of randomness that exists in divination systems using numbers to denote readings. Randomness is described formally in mathematics and statistics. Assigning a numerical value to each possible outcome of an event produces what is known as a random variable. This allows the probabilities of any event to be calculated.

Pythagoras taught that number was the first principle of all things. Pythagorean principles saw numbers as the source of geometrical figures. Lucky numbers are explained in Pythagorean symbolism.


	
The Monad: A single point; the essential, primal, indivisible 
	beginning, and the source of all numbers, perfection, and goodness.

	
The Dyad: Departure from unity, doubling, loss of singleness, 
	excess, and the beginning of imperfection in duality. The line joining two 
	points.

	
The Triad: The restoration of harmony through the triangular 
	balance of forces; the plane surface.

	
The Tetrad: Foursquare stability in the square and the cross. The 
	first feminine square: 2 × 2.

	
The Pentad: The pentagram, uniting the first female number, two, 
	with the first male, three, in mystic union. It is the origin of the golden 
	section, and the pentagram is its sigil.



[image: image]

Fig. 6.2. Pentagram amulet with beads and bells (also see color plate 3)

	
The Hexad: The first perfect number. Six is the perfect number 
	because it reflects nature in that it is composed of nothing but its own 
	parts. Six is the sum of 1 + 2 + 3, and the product of the multiplication of 
	the first feminine and masculine numbers, 2 × 3. In square measure it is the 
	area of the 3, 4, 5 triangle, and the division of the circumference of a 
	circle by its own radius. Geometrically it is the hexagon. Its sigil is the 
	hexagram.


[image: image]

Fig. 6.3. Hexagram with Hebrew texts on the gate of a Jewish graveyard, Middelburg, the Netherlands (also see color plate 4)


	
The Heptad: This is the virgin number, for 7 has neither factors 
	nor is it a product.

	
The Octad: This is the first cube, the product of 2 × 2 × 2.
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Fig. 6.4. Octagram amulet, England, circa 1960
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Fig. 6.5. A Tibetan Buddhist amulet with nine amuletic emblems


	
The Nonad (shown above): This is the first masculine square: 3 × 3.

	
The Decad: 
	This contains all the archetypal numbers, 1 + 2 + 3 + 4, as the
	tetraktys.




Other significant numbers according to Pythagoras include:


	
Twenty-seven: The first masculine cube: 3 × 3 × 3.

	
Twenty-eight: The second perfect number: 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 
	7.

	
Thirty-five: The sum of the first feminine and the first 
	masculine cubes: 8 + 27.

	
Thirty-six: The product of the first square numbers: 4 × 9; the 
	sum of the first three cubes: 1 + 8 + 27; and, as the sum of the first eight 
	numbers, 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 + 5 + 6 + 7 + 8, and as the square of the first 
	perfect number, 6 × 6, is the third perfect number.



Magic squares, where sequential numbers are arranged in a square so that lines of numbers all add up to the same sum, are amuletic. They are related to the astrological planets and used for both amulets and in talismanic magic. The smallest is the square of Saturn, with nine numbers, whose lines all add up to fifteen. The sixteen-number square is Jupiter’s, Mars’s is twenty-five, the Sun thirty-six, Venus forty-nine, Mercury sixty-four, and the moon has eighty-one numbers (Pennick 1992a, 34–37).
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Fig. 6.6. Ceramic amuletic plaque with magic square of Saturn and labyrinth, England, 1985

[image: image]

Fig. 6.7. Talisman with magic square and planetary sigils (also see color plate 5)

The belief in lucky numbers is ancient and persists today in everyday life as well as in the more specialized area of gambling. Several ancient alphabets had no separate numbers, but used letters to represent them. The Roman alphabet is different because it is the least symbolic of the Western alphabets, having no special names and meanings for each letter. Hence Roman numerals, still in use today, were developed. Hebrew, Greek, and the runic alphabets all have names for the letters, with particular meanings and connections. Any amulet or talisman using a single letter in any of these three character sets will embody both the given meaning of each character as well as its numerical value. Although Roman characters can stand for their numbers in the alphabetical sequence, it is more a code than a symbolic system. Numerology using the Roman alphabet simply numbers the letters in sequence from one to twenty-six, then adds the numbers of a name together in order to get a single figure. So if, for instance, a name adds up to 351, 3 + 5 + 1 = 9.

The Hebrew system, however, is both different and filled with symbolic meaning. The first nine are single figures; the second 1 Aleph; 2 Bayt; 3 Ghimel; 4 Daleth; 5 He; 6 Vau; 7 Zayn; 8 Hayt; 9 Tayt; 10 Yod; 20 Kaph; 30 Lamech; 40 Mem; 50 Nun; 60 Samekh; 70 Ayn; 80 Fay; 90 Tzadde; 100 Qoph; 200 Raysh; 300 Shin; 400 Tau.

As there are only twenty-four characters, the final five are given to the modified characters forming final letters. Thus 500 is the final Kaph; 600 final Mem; 700 final Nun; 800 final Fay; and 900 final Tzadde.

The Greek system follows the Hebrew, with digits, tens and hundreds. The final numbers use Greek letters that had become obsolete even in Classical times. In both Jewish and Greek number-magic, names that add up to any particular number have a mystic link. The word is symbolic of the number it represents. Thus, in Greek, the names of the chief god, Zeus, ΔΙΟΣ “Dios” and ΘΕΟΣ “Thios,” both have the same numerical value, 284. The number of the name of the marine god ΠΟΣΕΙΔΟΝ (Poseidon) is 1219, the same number as his fish, ΙΧΘΥΣ (ichthus). Correspondences such as this are believed to demonstrate links and are used on a magical level.

There are several alternative systems of runic numerology. One is given here. The most used runic numerological system ascribes a sequential number to each rune, as in the Roman alphabet. Scandinavian and Baltic runic calendars used runes in this way. The first sixteen numbers were the runes of the sixteen-character Younger Futhark, while numbers seventeen to nineteen were represented by three further exclusively numerical runes. In the earlier twenty-four-rune Common Germanic Futhark, which is used by most runesters today, the runes signify the numbers from one to twenty-four. Because the letter sequence is different in the runes, these numbers do not correspond with phonetically similar characters in other alphabets. Unlike the Roman alphabet, as in Hebrew and Greek numerology, the runic system does not reduce the final number to a single figure by addition. According to this particular system, the numerical meanings of the twenty-four runes can be given as follows:


	
Fehu: Unity

	
Uruz: Two horns, spiritual substance

	
Thurisaz: Triangle, enclosed energy

	
Ansuz: Universal coming-into-being, the soul of the cosmos

	
Raidho: Universal life

	
Kenaz: Divine intelligence/illumination

	
Gebo: A gift (lucky seven)

	
Wunjo: Balance

	
Hagalaz: The substance of being, the nine worlds

	
Nauðhiz: Potential force

	
Isa: Static force

	
Jara: The twelve months of the year, harvest

	
Eihwaz: Destruction/creation (unlucky 13)

	
Perdhro: Involution, entry of spirit into matter

	
Elhaz: Destiny

	
Sowilo: Divine power

	
Teiwaz: Wisdom, judgment, immortality

	
Berkana: New beginnings, a higher plane (twice nine)

	
Ehwaz: The solar/lunar number, transmission, correspondence

	
Mannaz: Actualized force

	
Laguz: Flow, facilitation of the will

	
Inguz: Connection, expansion

	
Othala: The “weird” number, things beyond conscious experience

	
Dagaz: Day, the twenty-four-hour cycle.



The total of the rune row adds up to 300 (see Pennick 1992b, 136–37).
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Fig. 6.8. Ex-Voto XI of Nigel Pennick’s Ex-Voto series of amuletic artworks, exhibited at the Walkers’ Gallery, San Marcos, Texas, 2013 (also see color plate 6)

In addition to numerical equivalents, alphabetic and runic characters also possess numerous other correspondences that must be taken into account when making amulets with them. A combination of letters can have a significant and specific esoteric meaning, and one must take care to enhance a letter amulet’s qualities by recognizing this.

[image: image]

Fig. 6.9. Runic amulet for wealth, polymer clay and metal, made by Nigel Pennick, 2019


OEBPS/images/9781644112212_012.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_022.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_002.jpg
The
ANCESTRAL POWER

of
AMULETS, TALISMANS,

and

MASCOTS

Folk Magic in Witchcraft
and Religion

NIGEL PENNICK

DESTINY
B0

=
=

5
"2 e
<= |-
g g b
3 =
85
5





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_021.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_014.jpg
Wby N
=
egexe
J/L /h\

TREMT #IT TAr1 1 yeren
YL FI4PA] 94 BRAMT






OEBPS/images/9781644112212_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_006.jpg
Y
147 1 ¥1~1)
b4

I
7
.9





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_024.jpg
| :’b E
-

S & .- L
Yo JIT 37K

| i
B
ﬁi"z—, 1 \&%‘:

]

| 4
3

ey L Y N g P





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_017.jpg
e

1234 567899 10 w15 M6 15 49 19

SRS %LLFHML o4

30 32 W W4 U8 W DM S % Y b 8 €O 0

Og'&$‘$’&i§$é%44‘ﬁ+4ﬂ$$

00103 10 13 193 221 AW 2 3q 99 4gJ 500 $0 581 599 6%

s 20 A5 Mo s e atte e e 0

798 459900 SH7 10000 UM DO 1300 B0 D M NG5 [500 60 4679 by

S0 30 400 0T 5 3% %580 MM Navis

188 871 BTI 1900 1900 1040 49%1 {968 2000 2100 2750 1663

=|

Bedeutungen der Heelbensaflen vergefen und jene monogranmiactigen Sablseicher
mue mehe sur Beseidimung des Entitebungsjabres trgemd cines Baues, Kuntrerfes
u. begl. angemandt, bis aud) das vergeffen wurde, fo dap man diefe Feichen fir
Meifterseichen Balt und fich nicht die Aiabe nimmt, fie entyiffeen su wollen,






OEBPS/images/9781644112212_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_018.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_cvi.jpg
¢

/
8 7
g

M ,;.5, CJ, X
o

22 =& =

Y A= e [ —— R

TEWpoJusms_
Z & numnn =
A T

Folk
Magic

in
Witchcraft
& Religion





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_016.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_020.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_023.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_025.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_015.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781644112212_019.jpg





