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     Sanda Golopenţia’s book  was published  in 1998 in the cultural anthropology series of The Publishing House of the Romanian Cultural Foundation of Bucharest. The author, whose ethnological studies were continued since 1980 in the USA, as a Professor at Brown University ,managed to translate into English an important sellection of Romanian love charms with the help of some reputable professors of ethnology, linguistics and comparative literature from the above quoted University,an evidence of the deep involvment with the project. Rigurously structured, the book begins with a large introduction  in which one is clearly explained what love charms are, the main reasons for proposing such an approach to the issue, the actual structure of the database, its application and its possible future development.

     By far the most valuable part of the book, the love charms scenarios are selected according to their main purpose, 118 charms (among which 10 never published before) forming, as the author herself admits, a small database, focusing on a restricted area of folk magic, presumably to be used in research on live texts. Revealing structural relationships that had not been studied before in the domain of anthropology, folklore and cultural semiotics, „Desire Machines” is worth exploring for both theoretical and methodological reasons.

     Entering such a mysterious area as that of the love charms, the reader must be aware of the secrecy that protects them from the eyes of the outsiders. Nowadays regarded as psychological energizing and healing, still encountered in rural Europe, love charms are a recessive counterpart of currently dominant psychoterapeutical practices. Held only in private sessions, performed exclusively by women (a legitimate specialist or even oneself), the versified healing fiction is accompanied by ritualized gestures, revealing a subconscious sense of self-esteem, self-understanding and power. Hiding still powerful archaic strata, the love charms are centered upon „cosmically relevant marriage” rather than sexuality and adult behaviour. According to the positive or negative meaning attached to the charm, the author distinguishes between various love charm scenarios. Therefore special space within the book is given separately to charms performed for beauty and love, for hate, against hate (to undo hate, to turn back hate, to undo and turn back hate), for seeing or bringing one’s fated spouse, to undo fate, to make x love you, to make x hate you, for seeing or bringing x, for marriage, for submission, for binding and unbinding x’s desire, against the Zburator. One can easily notice that there are charms and countercharms with positive and negative values, the practice having an authentic intrinsic complexity, as the scenario consists of formulas, descriptions, comments and advice (there is a set of rules whose disobedience renders inefficient the mixtures of magic words and magic gestures).   

         The author confronted vague and sketchy  recorded charms, as the process of collecting them is never an easy task. There are numerous factors implied during the process such as the expressive capacity of the informant, the empathy of the researcher, the dialogical agreement between the two of them, the oral, informal, traditional way of transmission.

       The selection particularly focuses on human action  and creativity, but also on computer programming and women’s studies. Actual recording of the love charms makes possible a finer understanding which is supplemented in a most ingenious manner by suggesting an elementary desire machine in which hardware (magic substances, objects and plants) are combined with software (formulas, physical actions). This procedure hints at discovering a specific degree of formalism and abstraction, through synthetic definitions,ennumerations, analysis of the contexts. Such a method could illuminate a similarity between the love charm and what the computer specialists call „the hypertext”. Tremendous new possibilities for the text-users are thus gained (through the process of co-authoring the text) and, in adddition to this, the computer specialist might fiind himself repeating, at another level, the cultural strategies at work in folklore. The importance this database has for women’s studies lies in the relevance it has for envisaging a complex female semantic universe centered around female identity, occupations and actions, evoking female figures and vocabulary (the latter actually proved to be a barrier in translating the charms into   English).

         Finally, the reader is suggested that a combination of factual, bibliographic and structural information should be brought together in an ideal „scanning space”. The continuity and complicity between charm scenarios is emphasized;consequently, they are to be placed within a larger social and cultural framework. To conclude with, S.Golopentia’s book carefully paves the way for further research in the field.                     

